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THOMAS  F.  BEST  AND  DAGMAR  HELLER 


This  book  records  the  reflection  and  experience  of  some  twenty 
Christians  - liturgists,  theologians,  church  musicians,  pastors  - who 
gathered  at  a Faith  and  Order  consultation  held  in  Faverges,  France,  in 
1997  to  struggle  with  the  implications  of  our  common  baptism  for  our 
personal  identity  as  Christians,  for  the  churches  and  for  the  ecumenical 
movement.  Why  was  such  a meeting  timely,  even  necessary?  And  why 
is  baptism  so  important  in  the  current  ecclesial  and  ecumenical  situation? 
The  answers  lie  in  our  common  experience  as  Christians  and  in  the  ecu- 
menical movement. 

A new  focus  on  worship 

In  recent  decades  worship  has  proved  to  be  increasingly  significant 
for  the  ecumenical  movement.  Through  the  liturgical  renewal  movement 
which  has  developed  since  the  1950s,  many  churches  have  discovered  a 
surprising  degree  of  common  ground  in  their  understanding  and  practice 
of  worship.  Yet  worship  is  also  the  place  where  the  divisions  among  the 
churches  become  immediately  and  painfully  evident  - and  not  just  at 
ecumenical  gatherings,  but  also  in  the  life  of  local  congregations.  As 
contacts  among  local  Christians  increase,  lively  and  sensitive  questions 
arise  about  worship,  particularly  in  relation  to  special  liturgical  moments 
such  as  baptism  and  the  eucharist:  Why  can  my  visiting  friend  from  one 
confession  share  in  our  eucharist  while  another  friend,  from  another  con- 
fession, cannot?  Should  we  postpone  our  young  children’s  baptism  until 
they  can  proclaim  “for  themselves”  their  faith  in  the  Lord  Jesus?  Should 
a person  already  integrated  within  the  Christian  community  be  denied 
the  eucharist  until  he  or  she  has  been  baptized?  And  particularly:  If  the 
churches  do  in  fact  accept  one  another’s  baptism,  why  in  some  cases  do 
they  exclude  one  another’s  members  from  the  table  of  the  Lord? 

The  ecumenical  movement  itself  has  brought  issues  of  worship  to 
the  fore.  Christians  from  widely  differing  confessional  and  historical 
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backgrounds  have  struggled  to  find  ways  of  worshipping  together 
which  honour  and  learn  from  one  another’s  traditions  while  leaving 
room  for  the  Spirit  to  teach  and  inspire  them  through  new  experiences. 
The  phenomenon  of  worship  in  ecumenical  contexts  has  stimulated 
much  reflection  and  creative  work  by  liturgists  and  church  musicians.1 
For  its  part  Faith  and  Order,  not  least  through  the  experience  of  devel- 
oping worship  for  its  fifth  world  conference  in  1993,  has  recovered  an 
earlier  sense  of  the  centrality  of  worship  in  the  search  for  Christian 
unity.  Having  focused  in  the  Baptism,  Eucharist  and  Ministry  process 
on  the  theology  of  baptism  and  the  eucharist,2  we  have  regained  an 
awareness  of  these  as  acts  of  worship  within  the  Christian  community, 
and  a renewed  sense  that  we  cannot  properly  understand  the  meaning 
of  these  actions  apart  from  the  liturgical  practice  in  which  they  are 
embodied.3 

This  fresh  perspective  already  informed  the  Faith  and  Order  consul- 
tation held  in  Ditchingham,  England,  in  1994,  which  explored  the  pat- 
tern or  structure  (the  ordo ) of  Christian  worship  as  increasingly  a point 
of  contact  and  common  experience  among  many  churches.  Ditchingham 
also  considered  criteria  for  inculturation  in  worship,  and  lifted  up  many 
practical  examples  of  how  worship  is  fostering  the  search  for  unity 
among  churches  all  around  the  world.4  It  has  been  widely  regarded  as  a 
significant  reopening  of  fruitful  contacts  between  Faith  and  Order  and 
the  community  of  liturgists,  as  well  as  signalling  a new  sensitivity  to  the 
non-verbal  dimensions  of  Christian  worship.5 

The  same  perspective  also  inspired  a meeting  in  1995  which  took 
the  “Lima  liturgy”  - the  unofficial  eucharistic  service  expressing  in 
liturgical  form  something  of  the  theological  convergence  achieved  in 
Baptism,  Eucharist  and  Ministry  - as  a point  of  departure  for  fresh  con- 
sideration of  eucharistic  worship  in  ecumenical  contexts  today.6  This 
was  not  a Faith  and  Order  consultation,  but  was  conducted  by  persons 
involved  in  Faith  and  Order’s  work  on  worship  together  with  the  World 
Council  of  Churches’  worship  consultant  and  the  staff  of  the  Ecumeni- 
cal Institute,  Bossey,  where  the  meeting  was  held.  One  working  group 
at  this  meeting  developed  Baptism,  Eucharist  and  Ministry's  simple, 
unstructured  list  of  “aspects”  of  the  eucharistic  service  (Eucharist,  para. 
27)  in  light  of  liturgical  practice,  suggesting  which  elements  are  essen- 
tial to  the  service,  which  optional,  and  how  they  may  be  structured  and 
conducted  so  as  best  to  convey  the  theological  and  liturgical  meaning  of 
the  event.7  Other  groups  explored  possibilities  for  inculturation  of  the 
eucharistic  service,  and  developed  new  worship  materials  for  eucharis- 
tic services.  Thus  the  gathering  contributed  decisively  to  Faith  and 
Order’s  work  on  worship. 
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Baptism:  our  common  bond  in  Christ 

At  the  Faverges  consultation,  and  thus  in  this  book,  Faith  and  Order 
turned  its  attention  to  baptism  as  a process  fundamental  to  Christians,  to 
the  churches  and  to  the  ecumenical  movement.  In  the  life-long  process 
of  baptism  we  are  instructed  in  the  fundamentals  of  the  Christian  faith; 
we  are  welcomed,  through  an  act  of  water-washing  in  a particular  Chris- 
tian community,  into  the  universal  church;  and  we  are  nurtured,  through- 
out our  life,  as  we  grow  into  that  “life  abundant”  which  is  life  in  Christ. 
For  each  Christian,  baptism  is  the  portal  into  new  life  in  Christ:  a new 
life  lived  in  relationship  with  Christ  within  the  body  of  Christ,  in  a local 
Christian  community  set  within  the  context  of  the  worldwide  church. 

Baptism,  however,  is  not  only  a matter  for  individuals  and  particular 
Christian  communities.  It  concerns  also  the  whole  church,  and  the  ecu- 
menical implications  of  baptism  have  become  central  in  recent  years. 
Through  our  common  baptism  we  are  all  brought  into  Christ,  and  this 
forms  the  basis  of  our  ecumenical  engagement  with  one  another:  because 
Christ  has  claimed  us  we  have  no  right  to  reject  one  another,  whatever 
our  theological,  ecclesiological,  historical,  cultural,  social,  ethnic  and 
economic  differences  may  be.  Christ’s  claim  is  prior  to  all  earthly 
sources  of  both  identity  and  difference,  to  all  the  “principalities  and  pow- 
ers” of  this  world,  to  all  the  factors  within  and  without  the  churches 
which  threaten  to  divide  us  from  one  another  and  to  prevent  our  claim- 
ing our  birthright  to  be  one  in  Christ  Jesus.8  Since  we  as  Christians  are 
all  incorporated  into  the  crucified  and  glorified  Christ,  nothing  - not 
even  the  churches  with  their  centuries  of  division  - can  separate  us  from 
one  another. 

This  challenges  the  churches  to  overcome  their  continuing  divisions, 
and  the  churches  have  responded  by  stressing  baptism  as  the  bond  of 
their  unity  in  Christ.  Official  mutual  recognition  of  baptism  - sometimes 
stimulated  by  their  engagement  with  the  Faith  and  Order  convergence 
text  Baptism,  Eucharist  and  Ministry 9 - now  prevails  among  many 
Protestant  churches.  Since  the  Second  Vatican  Council  the  Roman 
Catholic  Church  has  acknowledged  that  all  “properly  performed”  bap- 
tisms incorporate  believers  into  Christ,  and  bring  them  into  “a  certain, 
though  imperfect,  communion  with  the  Catholic  Church”.10 

This  why  is  the  churches’  delegates  at  the  fifth  world  conference  on 
Faith  and  Order  “affirmed  and  celebrated  together  ‘the  increasing  mutual 
recognition  of  one  another’s  baptism  as  the  one  baptism  into  Christ’”.11 
In  recognition  of  this,  many  churches  are  now  emphasizing  that  baptism 
is  baptism  into  Christ,  not  into  this  or  that  historic  denomination.  In  bap- 
tism one  becomes  not  a Methodist,  Lutheran  or  Roman  Catholic,  but  a 
Christian.  In  some  places  the  churches  now  signal  this  by  issuing  com- 
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mon  baptismal  certificates,  or  by  sending  representatives  to  accompany 
and  honour  baptisms  being  performed  in  other  churches. 

But  it  is  not  so  simple.  Among  Protestant  churches  there  are,  for 
example,  churches  from  the  Baptist  tradition  who  do  not  accept  the 
baptism  of  infants.  They  require  that  someone  from  another  Christian 
church  who  joins  their  Christian  community  be  “re”-baptized  - or,  as 
they  understand,  baptized,  since  in  their  understanding  an  act  per- 
formed without  the  intentional  consent  of  the  person  involved  is  no 
baptism  at  all.  “Re”-baptism  happens  also  in  some  Orthodox  churches. 
Strictly  speaking,  the  Orthodox  understanding  of  sacrament  means  that 
only  baptisms  performed  within  the  Orthodox  church  are  valid.  Often 
this  principle  is  applied  kat’  oikonomian  (with  generous  discretion), 
leading  to  a “working  acceptance”  of  other  baptisms;  but  where  the 
principle  is  applied  kat’  akribeian  (strictly  or  literally),  “re”-baptism 
would  be  practised.12 

Many  have  said  that  the  mutual  recognition  of  baptism  is  central  to 
the  modern  ecumenical  movement.  How  far  do  the  problems  which  have 
been  mentioned  call  this  into  question?13 

Another  set  of  issues  relates  to  the  understanding  and  place  of  bap- 
tism within  the  life  of  Christians  and  the  churches  today.  In  some  situa- 
tions a particular  church  is  so  closely  identified  with  its  cultural  and  his- 
torical context  that  baptism  confers  not  only  a Christian  identity  but  also  ! 
a particular  national  or  ethnic  identity.  In  some  situations  the  social  sig- 
nificance of  baptism  (or  the  related  act  of  confirmation)  seems  to  over- 
shadow its  theological  and  ecclesial  meaning.  Other  questions  relate  to 
the  symbolic  significance  and  efficacy  of  baptism:  how  do  we  under- 
stand baptism  in  light  of  current  educational  theories,  modern  under- 
standings of  human  growth  and  development,  and  current  thinking  about 
symbolics  and  ritual  action? 

Furthermore,  every  baptism  raises  the  issue  of  gospel  and  culture, 
posing  complex  questions  about  the  inculturation  of  Christian  faith  and 
ritual  actions:  How  can  local  practices  enhance  the  process  of  Chris- 
tian formation?  What  are  the  creative  possibilities  for  local  adaptation 
of  the  water  rite?  When  must  baptism  offer  a counter- cultural  witness 
to  society,  bringing  a Christian  critique  of  local  thinking  and  practice? 
What  are  the  ethical  implications  of  the  process  of  baptism?  What  have 
the  churches  learned  about  baptism  through  and  since  the  process  lead- 
ing to  the  convergence  text  Baptism,  Eucharist  and  Ministry ? And 
behind  these  questions  stands  another:  How  can  the  churches  face 
these  issues  together  rather  than  separately,  mutually  encouraging  - 
and,  where  necessary,  critiquing  and  correcting  - one  another’s  thought 
and  practice? 
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Baptism,  baptismal  practice  and  Christian  unity 

For  all  these  reasons  and  more,  baptism  is  moving  to  the  centre  of 
ecumenical  reflection  on  the  life  of  the  churches  and  on  their  unity.  Fol- 
lowing the  approach  in  Ditchingham  and  Bossey,  the  Faverges  consulta- 
tion took  liturgical  practice , both  historical  and  contemporary,  as  an 
equal  partner  in  the  discussion  with  theology  and  ecclesiology.  Litur- 
gists,  theologians  and  local  pastors  considered  the  meaning  and  ecu- 
menical significance  of  baptism  in  light  of  baptismal  practice  through 
the  centuries  and  around  the  world  today. 

Notably,  our  reflections  at  Faverges  were  based  on  an  understanding 
of  “baptism”  in  its  broadest  sense,  as  a life-long  process  including  prepa- 
ration, an  act  of  water-washing  and  continuing  formation  in  the  Christ- 
ian faith  and  life.  We  hope  this  will  ease  some  discussions  among 
churches  which  practise  the  baptism  of  infants  and  those  baptizing  only 
“believers  who  can  answer  for  themselves”  (report,  para.  26,  p.  82 
below).  As  at  Ditchingham  and  Bossey,  questions  of  the  pattern  or  struc- 
ture ( ordo ) of  worship  and  of  inculturation  were  central  to  the  discus- 
sion. But  Faverges  added  a new  element  to  the  discussion,  namely  the 
ethical  dimension:  Christian  ethics  are  those  of  a community  which  is 
entered,  and  lived  in,  through  the  process  of  baptism  including  prepara- 
tion, an  act  of  water-washing  and  continued  Christian  formation.  How 
are  the  meaning  of  baptism  in  this  broader  sense  and  the  symbolism  and 
liturgical  practice  of  the  water  rite  itself  normative  for  the  nature  and 
practice  of  Christian  ethics? 

These  aspects  of  the  consultation  - its  broader  understanding  of  bap- 
tism as  a life-long  process,  the  emphasis  upon  actual  baptismal  practice, 
the  focus  on  the  structure  or  pattern  of  baptism  as  integral  to  its  mean- 
ing, the  attention  to  questions  of  inculturation,  the  new  ethical  dimension 
to  the  discussion,  persistent  attention  to  Christian  tradition  as  well  as  to 
contemporary  concerns,  and  the  degree  to  which  “believer’s  baptism” 
and  Orthodox  positions  were  included  - are  the  distinctive  features 
which  the  Faverges  consultation  has  brought  to  the  ecumenical  discus- 
sion. 

Naturally  these  need  to  be  seen  within  the  wider  ecumenical  context, 
and  this  book  should  be  read  in  dialogue  with,  for  example,  the  study  on 
worship  and  culture  recently  conducted  by  the  Lutheran  World  Federa- 
tion14 and  the  meeting  on  baptismal  theology  and  Christian  unity  orga- 
nized in  Helsinki  by  the  Institute  for  Ecumenical  Research,  Strasbourg, 
at  the  urging  of  the  Lutheran  World  Federation.15  We  express  here  our 
thanks  to  colleagues  in  these  programmes  and  institutions  for  their  gen- 
erous collaboration  and  support.  We  repeat  our  thanks  to  the  presenters 
and  all  participants  at  the  Faverges  consultation,  to  its  moderator  Janet 
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Crawford,  to  the  staff  of  the  Chateau  de  Faverges  conference  centre  and 
to  Carolyn  McComish  for  her  work  in  organizing  the  meeting  and 
preparing  the  texts. 

The  process  of  baptism  is  foundational  to  the  life  of  each  Christian, 
to  each  church  and  to  the  ecumenical  movement.  May  we  bring  these 
and  all  our  reflections  on  baptism  to  the  service  of  our  common  Lord, 
who  has  through  baptism  claimed  us  and  made  us  one. 


NOTES 
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seven  Protestant  churches  and  the  dioceses  of  the  Roman  Catholic  Church  in  signing  a formal 
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declaration  of  mutual  acceptance  of  one  another’s  baptism  in  1998.  The  churches  declared 
together  that  baptism  is  the  bond  of  unity  (Eph.  4:3-6)  and  establishes  communion  among  all 
Christians...  Our  baptism  in  Christ  is  ‘a  call  to  the  churches  to  overcome  their  divisions  and  to 
make  their  fellowship  visible’.”  See  the  account  “Gegenseitige  Anerkennung  der  Taufe”  [mutual 
recognition  of  baptism]  published  in  Okumenische  Rundschau , Vol.  48,  No.  2,  1999,  pp.  253-54. 
The  text  of  the  declaration  is  available  on  the  web  site  of  the  Arbeitsgemeinschaft  Christlicher 
Kirchen  in  Baden- Wurttemberg  (http://www.kirchen.de/ack/ackbw/rot/taufe.htm). 

13  See  Dagmar  Heller,  “Baptism  - the  Basis  of  Church  Unity?:  The  Question  of  Baptism  in  Faith 
and  Order”,  The  Ecumenical  Review,  Vol.  50,  No.  4,  Oct.  1998,  pp.480-90. 

14  See  S.  Anita  Stauffer,  ed.,  Worship  and  Culture  in  Dialogue,  Geneva,  Lutheran  World  Federa- 
tion, Department  for  Theology  and  Studies,  1994,  esp.  the  contributions  by  Gordon  Lathrop 
(pp.  17-38),  Anscar  J.  Chupungco  (pp.39-56)  and  S.  Anita  Stauffer  (pp.57-65);  cf.  also  the 
“Chicago  Statement  on  Worship  and  Culture:  Baptism  and  Rites  of  Life  Passage”,  paras  2. 1-2.4, 
in  S.  Anita  Stauffer,  ed..  Baptism,  Rites  of  Passage,  and  Culture,  Geneva,  Lutheran  World  Fed- 
eration, Department  for  Theology  and  Studies,  1998. 

15  See  Michael  Root  and  Risto  Saarinen,  eds,  Baptism  and  the  Unity  of  the  Church,  Grand  Rapids, 
Eerdmans,  and  Geneva,  WCC,  1998. 


THE  ISSUES  AND  THEIR  ECUMENICAL  IMPORTANCE 


Becoming  a Christian 

The  Ecumenical  Challenge  of  Our  Common  Baptism 


JANET  CRAWFORD 


This  Faith  and  Order  consultation  on  “Becoming  a Christian:  Ecu- 
menical Implications  of  our  Common  Baptism”  follows  on  from  a con- 
sultation on  the  theme  “Towards  Koinonia  in  Worship”  held  by  Faith  and 
Order  in  Ditchingham,  England,  in  August  1994.  Together  these  two 
consultations  reflect  a renewed  interest  on  the  part  of  the  Faith  and  Order 
commission  in  the  role  of  worship  in  the  search  for  the  visible  unity  of 
the  church. 

According  to  its  by-laws,  the  aim  of  Faith  and  Order  is 

to  proclaim  the  oneness  of  the  church  of  Jesus  Christ  and  to  call  the  churches 
to  the  goal  of  visible  unity  in  one  faith  and  one  eucharistic  fellowship, 
expressed  in  worship  and  in  common  life  in  Christ,  in  order  that  the  world  may 
believe  (para.  2). 

One  of  the  functions  of  Faith  and  Order  is  therefore  “to  study  such 
questions  of  faith,  order  and  worship  as  bear  on  this  task”.  From  the  sec- 
ond world  conference  on  Faith  and  Order  (Edinburgh  1937)  to  the  fourth 
(Montreal  1963),  considerable  attention  was  paid  to  worship,  especially 
to  questions  of  eucharistic  worship  and  intercommunion.  During  the 
1970s,  however,  Faith  and  Order  work  was  focused  increasingly  on 
development  of  the  convergence  text  Baptism,  Eucharist  and  Ministry 
(BEM),  which  was  finally  published  in  1982.  Of  course  BEM  treated 
baptismal  and  eucharistic  theology,  but  apart  from  the  preparation  of  the 
(unofficial)  eucharistic  liturgy  known  as  the  Lima  liturgy  - which  was 
intended  as  one  possible  liturgical  expression  of  the  eucharistic  theology 
in  BEM  - Faith  and  Order  showed  little  interest  in  the  actual  liturgical 
practice  and  experience  of  the  churches.1 

A renewed  approach 

This  situation  began  to  change  in  the  1990s  with  the  growing  real- 
ization, expressed  in  many  quarters,  that  the  link  between  worship  and 
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theology  - between  the  lex  orandi  and  the  lex  credendi  - had  become 
weak  in  ecumenical  discussion,  as  also  in  many  churches.  The  impor- 
tance of  once  again  relating  worship  to  questions  of  faith  and  order  was 
emphasized  at  the  fifth  world  conference  on  Faith  and  Order  (Santiago 
de  Compostela  1993)  and  was  affirmed  by  the  standing  commission  on 
Faith  and  Order  at  its  meeting  in  Cret-Berard  early  in  1994. 

It  was  as  a result  that  the  Ditchingham  consultation  was  held.  The 
report  and  other  materials  from  Ditchingham  attracted  interest  from 
liturgists  and  theologians  as  well  as  pastors  and  church  members.2  This 
interest  is  encouraging,  as  is  the  development,  since  Ditchingham,  of  a 
number  of  links  between  Faith  and  Order  and  bodies  such  as  the  Soci- 
etas  Liturgica. 

One  offshoot  of  the  Ditchingham  consultation  was  a workshop  on  the 
Lima  liturgy  held  in  May  1995  at  the  Ecumenical  Institute,  Bossey.  This 
workshop  was  organized  by  Faith  and  Order  staff  and  the  moderator  of 
Faith  and  Order’s  study  programme  on  worship,  together  with  the  WCC 
Worship  and  Spirituality  staff  and  the  Ecumenical  Institute,  Bossey.  It 
brought  together  some  40  persons  from  a wide  variety  of  regions  and 
backgrounds,  including  several  of  the  Ditchingham  participants.  One 
result  was  a paper  entitled  “Celebrations  of  the  Eucharist  in  Ecumenical 
Contexts”,  which  focuses  on  issues  of  liturgical  practice  rather  than  of 
text.  While  this  paper,  as  the  product  of  one  group  meeting  at  a work- 
shop, has  no  official  status  and  is  not  a Faith  and  Order  paper,  it  is,  nev- 
ertheless, a significant  contribution  to  an  important  topic.3 

When  the  Faith  and  Order  board  met  in  Bangkok  in  January  1996  it 
agreed  that  the  next  step  of  the  work  on  worship  should  focus  on  bap- 
tism, 

looking  particularly  at  the  actual  experience  and  practice  of  baptism  in  the  life 
of  the  church[es],  seeing  how  it  relates  to  the  ecclesiological  perspective  of 
churches,  and...  to  theological  statements  on  baptism...  [and]  how  far  the  ecu- 
menical consensus  achieved  through  BEM  is  expressed  in  the  liturgical  life  of 
the  churches.4 


Baptism:  a fresh  focus 

The  mandate  was  given  for  a small  consultation  in  1997,  bringing 
together  theologians,  liturgists  and  pastors,  with  the  understanding  that 
this  consultation  would  be  complementary  to  the  study  being  undertaken 
by  the  Strasbourg  Institute  on  “baptism  and  communio ”.  Thus  although 
this  present  consultation  at  Faverges  has  its  own  independent  status  and 
significance,  it  is  also  part  of  an  ongoing  process  within  both  Faith  and 
Order  and  the  wider  ecumenical  movement.  Because  of  limited 
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resources  and  last-minute  practical  difficulties  it  is  smaller  than  we 
might  have  wished,  but  I believe  that  we  have  here  sufficient  diversity, 
experience  and  expertise  to  produce  an  important  contribution  to  the 
study  of  the  ecumenical  implications  of  our  common  baptism  and  its 
liturgical  expression  in  the  churches. 

The  Ditchingham  report  contains  a number  of  recommendations  for 
further  Faith  and  Order  work  on  worship  and  I hope  that  in  time  the  com- 
mission will  be  able  to  devote  attention  to  most,  if  not  indeed  all,  of 
these.  The  present  focus  on  baptism  links  with  previous  Faith  and  Order 
work,  particularly  the  major  convergence  document  on  Baptism, 
Eucharist  and  Ministry , to  which  churches  around  the  world  have  made 
an  unprecedented  response. 

The  BEM  text  emphasizes  the  significance  of  baptism  for  koinonia 
(communion),  stating  that: 

Through  baptism,  Christians  are  brought  into  union  with  Christ,  with  each 
other,  and  with  the  church  of  every  time  and  place.  Our  common  baptism, 
which  unites  us  to  Christ  in  faith,  is  thus  a ...  bond  of  unity  (Baptism,  para.  6). 

Furthermore, 

Mutual  recognition  of  baptism  is  acknowledged  as  an  important  sign  and 
means  of  expressing  the  baptismal  unity  given  in  Christ.  Whenever  possible, 
mutual  recognition  should  be  expressed  explicitly  by  the  churches  (Baptism, 
para.  15). 

The  BEM  text  continues  with  a short  section  on  “The  Celebration  of 
Baptism”  (paras  17-23)  which  mentions  several  issues  (among  them,  the 
symbolic  dimension  of  water,  use  of  the  trinitarian  formula  and  the  bap- 
tizing minister)  to  which  we  may  want  to  pay  attention.  The  question  of 
elements  necessary  for  a comprehensive  order  of  baptism  (para.  20)  will 
be  addressed  as  one  of  our  major  themes,  while  another  major  theme  will 
deal  with  inculturation  of  baptism  (addressed  in  BEM  only  in  the  com- 
mentary). Our  third  major  theme,  the  ethical  implications  of  baptism, 
develops  the  statement  in  BEM  that  baptism,  as  a baptism  into  Christ’s 
death, 

has  ethical  implications  which  not  only  call  for  personal  sanctification,  but 
also  motivate  Christians  to  strive  for  the  realization  of  the  will  of  God  in  all 
realms  of  life  (para.  10). 

In  their  responses  to  BEM  the  churches  generally  affirmed  the 
impressive  degree  of  agreement  and  convergence  which  exists.  Many 
recognized  the  importance  of  the  stress  in  the  text  on  baptism  as  the  pri- 
mary and  fundamental  sacrament  of  unity  and  the  ecumenical  implica- 


The  Ecumenical  Challenge  of  Our  Common  Baptism  1 1 

tions  of  this.  They  approved  the  sentence  which  states  that  “our  one  bap- 
tism into  Christ  constitutes  a call  to  the  churches  to  overcome  their  divi- 
sions and  visibly  manifest  their  fellowship”  (para.  6).  Points  which  need 
further  work  - and  to  some  of  which  our  consultation  may  be  able  to 
make  a contribution  - included  the  biblical  basis  of  baptism,  the  rela- 
tionship between  baptism  and  faith,  the  baptism  of  believers  and  infants, 
contextual  challenges,  ethical  implications  and  practices  which  may  be 
interpreted  as  “re”-baptism. 

A number  of  responses  affirmed  initiation  as  a process  of  life-long 
growth  into  Christ,  but  concern  was  expressed  about  a lack  of  clarity  in 
the  meaning  of  or  relation  between  various  parts  of  the  initiation  process 
- water  baptism,  chrismation,  confirmation,  admission  to  the  eucharist. 
There  is  particular  diversity  already  expressed  (in  BEM  para.  14)  over 
the  gift  of  the  Holy  Spirit  in  the  initiation  process. 

The  seventh  assembly  of  the  World  Council  of  Churches  (Canberra 
1991)  adopted  and  sent  to  the  churches  a statement  on  “The  Unity  of  the 
Church  as  Koinonia:  Gift  and  Calling”.5  While  affirming  progress  that 
has  been  made  towards  visible  unity,  the  statement  also  notes  that 
“churches  have  failed  to  draw  the  consequences  for  their  life  from  the 
degree  of  communion  they  have  already  experienced  and  the  agreement 
already  achieved”  (para.  1.3).  Among  particular  challenges  to  the 
churches  was  one  “to  recognize  each  other’s  baptism  on  the  basis  of  the 
BEM  document”  (para.  3.2);  such  recognition  is  a significant  step 
towards  koinonia  given  and  expressed  in  “a  common  sacramental  life 
entered  by  the  one  baptism  and  celebrated  together  in  one  eucharistic  fel- 
lowship” (para.  2.1). 

Drawing  the  consequences 

At  the  fifth  world  conference  on  Faith  and  Order,  which  focused  on 
the  theme  “Koinonia  in  Faith,  Life  and  Witness”,  delegates  affirmed  the 
increasing  measure  of  agreement  in  the  understanding,  performance  and 
practice  of  baptism.  The  celebration  in  one  of  the  daily  worship  services 
of  the  increasing  “mutual  recognition  of  one  another’s  baptism  as  the 
one  baptism  into  Christ”  elicited  a wide  response  from  the  delegates.  At 
the  same  time  they  stated  that  “this  very  fact  invites  closer  investigation 
of  the  conditions  on  which  at  least  such  a minimum  of  ‘mutual  recogni- 
tion’ takes  place,  and  of  the  possibility  it  suggests  of  even  further  conse- 
quences to  be  drawn”.  In  particular,  delegates  recommended  that  Faith 
and  Order  “put  in  process  for  consideration  by  the  churches  a way  for  the 
mutual  recognition  of  each  other’s  baptism”.6  How  might  our  baptismal 
liturgies  express  (and  even  encourage)  such  mutual  recognition?  How  is 
theological  convergence  towards  an  understanding  of  our  common  bap- 
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tism  into  Christ  explicitly  expressed  by  the  churches  in  their  baptismal 
practices?  These  too  are  questions  for  us  to  consider  and  points  at  which 
we  may  learn  from  one  another’s  experiences. 

The  Ditchingham  consultation  again  affirmed  the  need  for  further 
work  on  baptism,  “the  event  which  unites  us  all  into  the  one  body  of 
Christ”.  The  report  noted  that  in  spite  of  changes  brought  about  in 
response  to  BEM  and  to  some  bilateral  dialogues,  much  work  remains  to 
be  done  to  encourage  the  churches  to  express  the  implications  of  their 
common  baptism  more  actively  in  their  worship.  There  was  particular 
interest  in  the  development  of  a baptismal  ordo,  a liturgical  convergence 
to  accompany  and  help  express  the  growing  theological  convergence  on 
baptism.  Significant  work  was  also  done  in  Ditchingham  on  the  incul- 
turation  of  worship  and  the  profound  issues  of  unity  and  catholicity 
which  this  raises.  Now  at  Faverges  we  shall  pay  attention  to  both  the 
development  of  an  ecumenical  baptismal  ordo  and  the  inculturation  of 
baptismal  liturgies  in  forms  appropriate  to  specific  communities.  There 
were  other  suggestions  made  at  Ditchingham  which  I hope  we  may  find 
time  to  include  in  our  discussions:  shared  certificates  of  baptism,  com- 
mon celebrations  of  baptism  during  the  Easter  vigil,  joint  construction 
and  use  of  a font  or  baptistry,  common  catechesis  and  the  problems  asso- 
ciated with  divergences  from  the  traditional  trinitarian  formula  of  Father, 
Son  and  Holy  Spirit. 

While  there  is  much  work  to  be  done  and  while  we  certainly  cannot 
do  it  all,  I hope  that  in  doing  what  we  can  we  shall  help  the  churches  to 
advance  another  step  towards  that  visible  unity  which  we  believe  is 
Christ’s  will  and  Christ’s  gift. 


NOTES 

1 See  “Faith  and  Order  Work  on  Worship:  An  Historical  Survey”,  Minutes  of  the  Meeting  of  the 
Faith  and  Order  Standing  Commission,  4-11  January  1994,  Faith  and  Order  Paper  No.  167, 
Geneva,  WCC,  1994,  pp.45-52. 

2 The  report  and  other  materials  appear  in  Thomas  F.  Best  and  Dagmar  Heller,  eds,  So  We  Believe, 
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THE  STRUCTURE  AND  SIGNIFICANCE  OF  BAPTISM 


The  Water  that  Speaks 

The  Ordo  of  Baptism  and  its  Ecumenical  Implications 

GORDON  LATHROP 


A sense  of  the  meaning  of  Christian  baptism  and  of  the  common 
shape  of  its  practice  throughout  the  world  may  be  discovered  in  surpris- 
ing places.  For  example,  we  may  find  this  meaning  obliquely  in  a clas- 
sic text  from  the  history  of  the  church  which  is  not  about  baptism  at  all, 
but  which  only  indirectly  reflects  baptismal  practice  or  uses  baptismal 
imagery.  Sometimes,  however,  the  very  surprise  of  such  a discovery  and 
the  character  of  its  context  may  disclose  to  us  in  clarity  the  vibrant 
importance  of  the  basic  pattern  of  baptizing. 

Thus,  early  in  the  2nd  century  of  our  era,  Ignatius,  bishop  of  Antioch, 
on  his  way  towards  trial  and  martyrdom,  wrote  the  following  text  to  the 
Christians  of  Rome,  the  city  where  he  was  finally  to  die.  He  wrote,  not 
about  baptism,  but  about  his  impending  death: 

Do  not  speak  Jesus  Christ  yet  set  your  heart  upon  the  world...  My  desire  ( eros ) 
has  been  crucified  and  there  is  not  in  me  any  fire  which  feeds  off  material  stuff 
( pyr  philoulon),  but  rather  there  is  water  living  and  speaking  in  me,  saying  to 
me  from  within,  “Come  to  the  Father.”  I do  not  delight  in  the  food  of  death  nor 
the  pleasures  of  this  life.  I want  the  bread  of  God,  which  is  the  flesh  of  Jesus 
Christ,  descended  from  David,  and  I want  the  drink  of  his  blood,  which  is 
deathless  love  {agape).1 

With  this  remarkable  text,  Ignatius  characterizes  the  martyrdom  he 
expects  and  for  which  he  longs,  using  the  imagery  of  the  central  matters 
of  the  Christian  community:  the  word  of  God,  the  water  of  new  birth  into 
the  body  of  Christ,  the  love-feast  of  the  eucharist.  Of  course,  these  pri- 
mal words  - water,  speaking,  bread,  flesh,  drink,  blood,  love  - have  mul- 
tiple meanings,  including  multiple  religious  meanings.  But  here,  in  his 
writing  to  another  church,  an  assembly  marked  by  these  very  things  used 
together,  their  central  Christian  liturgical  meanings  cannot  be  far  away 
from  the  sense  which  Ignatius  intends.  He  seems  to  wish  to  convince  the 
Roman  church  that  he  does  indeed  choose  to  drink  the  cup  which  his 
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Lord  drank,  to  be  baptized  with  the  baptism  with  which  his  Lord  was 
baptized  (cf.  Mark  10:38-39).  He  thereby  wishes  to  prevent  that  church’s 
expected  efforts  on  his  behalf.  Indeed,  he  has  already  said  that  if  he  is 
able  to  die  bearing  witness  to  the  Christian  faith,  he  will  be  “word  of 
God”  spoken  for  others  to  hear,  not  just  another  “cry”  evaporating  in  the 
needy  history  of  the  world.2  He  has  already  argued,  using  strong  bap- 
tismal analogies,  that  his  death  will  be  a birth,  an  illumination,  a pat- 
terning after  the  passion  of  Christ.3 

It  should  be  no  surprise  that  baptism  and  eucharist  could  function  in 
the  ancient  church  as  metaphors  for  suffering  witness  before  the  world 
as  well  as  sources  for  such  ethical  action,  for  they  already  functioned  this 
way  in  the  gospel  of  Mark.  They  continued  so  to  function  in  the  church 
of  the  martyrs.4  In  a cruel  and  oppressive  time,  the  distance  between  eat- 
ing the  bread  of  God  in  the  community  and  being  “ground  as  wheat”  in 
the  arena  was  not  long.5  But  it  may  surprise  us  to  note  that  even  in  such 
an  impassioned  text,  in  such  an  existentially  charged  situation,  the 
bishop  of  Antioch  presents  his  metaphor  in  what  might  be  regarded  as  an 
ordo.  On  this  view,  he  is  becoming  a martyr  in  a way  exactly  analogous 
to  the  way  he  has  seen  many  other  people  become  Christians,  a way  sur- 
rounded by  the  assembly  in  the  midst  of  which  he  has  presided .6  So  now 
he,  the  bishop,  is  the  one  who,  having  heard  the  community  “speaking 
Jesus  Christ”,  has  left  behind  the  ways  of  “this  life”,  renouncing  “the 
ruler  of  this  world”  and  the  fire  and  food  of  death,  in  order  to  turn 
towards  God  through  that  same  Jesus  Christ.7  He,  the  bishop,  has  been 
brought  again  to  the  water  and  the  word,  though  now  to  the  water  that 
speaks  from  within,  in  his  memory , in  words  that  continue  to  insert  him 
into  the  very  life  of  the  triune  God,  in  water  that  is  the  very  outpoured 
Spirit  of  God  within  him  (John  4:14;  7:37-39;  19:34).  And  now  through 
that  water  he,  the  bishop,  turns  to  the  communal  meal  of  God  which  is 
the  very  sharing  in  Christ’s  suffering  in  the  flesh,  the  telling  of  the  truth 
of  all-transforming  love.  He  is  doing  all  of  this  - turning  from  evil,  lis- 
tening to  the  speaking  water,  turning  to  the  meal  - openly,  in  the  clear 
sight  of  the  communities  of  the  churches  to  which  he  writes,  through 
whose  towns  he  passes.  Ignatius  is  in  the  midst  of  the  process  of  becom- 
ing a martyr,  a process  he  sees  as  reflecting  that  of  becoming  a Chris- 
tian.8 

Proclamation  and  conversion,  the  speaking  water,  the  meal:  such  was 
likely  the  ordo  of  the  making  of  Christians  in  Antioch.  And  this  ordo  was 
then  available  to  be  remembered,  again  and  again.  Even  more  pro- 
foundly, this  ordo , this  one  baptism,  could  be  understood  as  having 
occurred  “once  for  all”  in  Christ,  as  continually  co-extensive  with  all 
authentic,  witnessing  Christian  life.  One  was  to  live  through  this  pattern 
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repeatedly,  not  repeating  the  water-washing  but  listening  to  its  “voice”, 
acting  on  its  invitation.  Furthermore,  although  this  ordo  could  be  taken 
to  reflect  the  practice  which  Ignatius  would  have  known  at  Antioch,  he 
could  also  expect  it  to  be  understood  at  Rome:  in  these  central  matters 
the  churches  were  at  one. 

Indeed,  the  text  is  a remarkable  example  of  a 2nd-century  meaning 
of  “church”  which  may  be  helpful  to  us  today.  The  local  church  of 
Antioch  is  in  communion  with  the  local  church  in  Rome.  Both  places 
share  the  patterns  of  the  “speaking  water”  (that  is,  the  water  conjoined 
with  the  voice  of  God)  and  the  meal  of  God.  Between  these  churches 
(in  fact,  literally,  geographically,  between  them),  the  strikingly  self- 
conscious  - even  seemingly  modern  - “I”  of  the  speaker  acts  in  a pat- 
tern he  has  received  from  the  liturgical  life  of  his  own  community9  with 
a trust  in  the  recognition  which  will  be  there  in  the  community  towards 
which  he  is  going.10  Christians  are  gathered  in  a local  personal- com- 
munal assembly,  in  communion  with  other  personal-communal  assem- 
blies, in  which  mutual  understanding  is  enabled  by  the  common  expe- 
rience of  the  nearness  of  the  triune  God  and  of  conformity  in  faith  and 
life  to  the  pattern  of  Christ’s  cross  and  resurrection,  and  by  the  shared 
ordo,  the  mutually  recognizable  great  pattern,  of  baptism,  eucharist  and 
ministry. 

We  may  rightly  find  ourselves  troubled  by  what  seems  to  be 
Ignatius’s  enthusiasm  for  martyrdom  and  his  world-denying  piety.  We 
may  prefer  Polycarp’s  greater  wisdom  of  reluctance.  Yet  Ignatius  is  one 
of  the  very  early  voices  to  insist  on  the  materiality,  the  flesh,  of  Christ. 
Even  here  he  is  not  escaping  the  stuff  of  the  material  world  - water  and 
food  and  flesh,  for  example.  Rather,  he  is  seeing  it  reoriented  from  death 
towards  God  and  life.  Furthermore,  about  the  actual  circumstances  of  his 
arrest  and  death  we  know  very  little  and  cannot  judge.  We  only  know  his 
stunning  imagery.  The  doubts,  the  foreignness,  the  distance  from  late- 
20th-century  devotion  remain.  But  in  the  present  ecumenical  conversa- 
tion we  may  also  find  great  gifts  for  our  work  in  the  hints  this  text  gives 
of  the  ordo  of  Christian  baptism  as  it  was  known  at  Antioch,  and  in 
Ignatius’s  sense  of  its  continual  and  urgent  theological  and  ethical  sig- 
nificance. 

Can  we  too  speak  together  about  the  baptismal  ordo  of  our  own  local 
churches  in  ways  that  are  mutually  recognizable?  And  can  we  do  so  with 
similar  passion  for  the  theological,  ecumenical  and  ethical  meanings  of 
that  ordol  Can  we  understand  together  how  baptism  - baptism  in  its 
process,  baptism  with  its  continual  echoes  in  the  Christian  life,  baptism 
in  its  unifying  work  among  the  churches  - may  be  “word  of  God”  and 
not  simply  a “cry”  amidst  the  need  of  the  present  world? 
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The  Ditchingham  ordo 

In  fact,  much  greater  attention  seems  to  have  been  given  recently  to 
the  ordo  of  the  eucharist  as  an  ecumenical  inheritance  and  as  an  instru- 
ment of  koinonia  than  to  the  order  or  pattern  of  baptizing.  The  classic 
study  of  the  developing  pattern  of  eucharistic  celebration,  widely  influ- 
ential in  ecumenical  liturgical  conversation,  was  that  of  Dom  Gregory 
Dix.11  The  Lima  document  on  Baptism,  Eucharist  and  Ministry  pre- 
sented its  account  of  the  elements  of  eucharistic  liturgy  in  a widely  rec- 
ognizable sequence  or  pattern  (cf.  Eucharist,  para.  27).  A great  variety  of 
churches  have  recently  used  an  ordo  for  eucharist  - a pattern  marked, 
indeed,  by  considerable  mutual  convergence  - as  the  way  to  present  and 
organize  their  own  liturgical  materials.12  And  one  recent  consultation  on 
the  future  use  of  the  Lima  liturgy  made  a strong  proposal  for  an  ordo  of 
eucharist  as  a pattern  for  ecumenical  celebration  and  for  local  incultura- 
tion  and  local  unity.13  In  many  ways  this  proposal  built  on  the  work  of 
the  earlier  consultation  on  the  role  of  worship  in  the  search  for  Christian 
unity  held  in  Ditchingham,  England,  in  1994.  That  gathering,  in  its 
report,  had  already  given  a central  place  to  the  ecumenical  significance 
of  the  pattern  of  eucharistic  celebration.14  But  the  Ditchingham  consul- 
tation also  suggested  that  baptism  itself  has  an  order  and  pattern  that  is 
meaningful,  ancient  and  increasingly  recognized  in  the  churches. 

The  consultation  report  says  this  about  pattern  in  worship: 

The  liturgy  of  Christians  occurs  in  assembly;  it  also  occurs  in  the  midst  of 
daily  life  in  the  world...  The  pattern  of  this  gathering  and  sending  has  come  to 
all  the  churches  as  a common  and  shared  inheritance.  That  received  pattern 
resides  in  the  basic  outlines  of  what  may  be  called  the  ordo  of  Christian  wor- 
ship, i.e.  the  undergirding  structure  which  is  to  be  perceived  in  the  ordering 
and  scheduling  of  the  most  primary  elements  of  Christian  worship.  This  ordo , 
which  is  always  marked  by  pairing  and  by  mutually  reinterpretive  juxtaposi- 
tions, roots  in  word  and  sacrament  held  together... 

There  follows  a discussion  of  the  eucharistic  ordo.  But  then  the  report 
uses  these  sentences: 

It  is  formation  in  faith  and  baptizing  in  water  together,  leading  to  partici- 
pation in  the  life  of  the  community.  It  is  ministers  and  people,  enacting  these 
things,  together....  Such  is  the  inheritance  of  all  the  churches,  founded  in  the 
New  Testament,  locally  practised  today,  and  attested  to  in  the  ancient  sources 
of  both  the  Christian  East  and  the  Christian  West.  (Ditchingham,  paras  3-4). 

According  to  Ditchingham,  this  ordo  of  Christian  worship,  including 
the  deep  pattern  of  baptizing,  is  to  be  dealt  with  as  a gift,  not  a demand 
(para.  5).  Along  with  the  other  materials  of  this  ordo , the  water  of  bap- 
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tism  is  to  be  celebrated  as  a connection  between  faith  and  life,  gospel  and 
creation,  Christ  and  culture  (para.  6).  Furthermore,  the  juxtaposed  mat- 
ters “of  catechetical  formation  and  baptism”  are  among  those  “principal 
pairs  of  the  Christian  liturgy”  which  “give  us  a basis  for  a mutually 
encouraging  conversation  between  the  churches”,  for  inculturation,  for 
renewal,  for  attention  to  each  other’s  charisms,  for  local  unity  (paras  7- 
8).  Indeed,  the  very  duality  of  this  ordo  may  help  us  overcome  old  dis- 
putes: 

The  Baptism,  Eucharist  and  Ministry  document  is  itself  a model  of  such 
discussion  of  classic  points  of  division  in  the  light  of  shared  liturgical  patterns. 
Thus,  for  example,  when  baptism  is  seen  to  be  a process  of  both  faith-forma- 
tion and  water-washing,  believer  baptist  groups  may  be  able  to  see  themselves 
as  enrolling  their  young  children  in  a catechumenate,  recognizable  to  many 
other  Christians,  while  infant-baptizing  groups  may  find  their  own  life-long 
call  to  discipleship  and  learning  refreshed,  and  both  groups  will  find  them- 
selves called  to  a strong  celebration  of  baptism  which  shows  forth  its  central- 
ity and  meaning.  Future  Faith  and  Order  discussions  could  well  be  formed 
according  to  this  model,  with  liturgical  studies  a welcome  partner  in  the  con- 
versation (Ditchingham,  para.  11). 

So  the  “Ditchingham  ordo ” includes  baptism,  in  a very  simple  way. 
It  outlines  the  baptismal  event  as  two  things,  “formation  in  faith”  and 
“water-washing”,  side  by  side,  leading  to  a third  thing,  “participation  in 
the  life  of  the  community”.  Does  this  correspond  with  what  we  have  seen 
in  Ignatius?  Yes,  if  we  see  that  “formation  in  faith”  includes  both  “speak- 
ing Jesus  Christ”  and  renouncing  the  ways  of  evil  and  death.  Yes,  if  we 
see  also  that  the  “words”  which  belong  to  formation  in  faith,  to  teaching 
and  learning,  are  also  alive  and  continued  in  the  water-event  itself,  say- 
ing, in  the  power  of  the  Spirit,  to  the  one  who  is  baptized  into  Christ’s 
death:  “Come  to  the  Father.”  Yes,  if  we  understand  that  the  “voice” 
which  Ignatius  hears  through  the  interior,  remembered  water,  says  noth- 
ing else  than  what  he  has  heard  in  the  word  of  God  throughout  his  Chris- 
tian life.  Yes,  if  we  see  that  Ditchingham,  leaning  on  the  Lima  document, 
understands  that  the  baptismal  ordo  has  life-long  significance.  Yes,  if  we 
see  that  the  “meal  of  God”,  in  both  of  its  senses  - as  celebration  in  the 
assembly  and  as  sharing  in  the  cup  of  Christ  through  suffering  witness  in 
the  world  - is  the  primary  form  of  “participation  in  the  life  of  the  com- 
munity”. Yes,  if  we  see  that  the  water  leads  to  that  meal,  and  the  meal 
tells  the  truth  about  the  world  as  it  is  before  God. 

In  rough  schematic  form,  the  Ditchingham  ordo  for  baptism  is: 

formation  in  faith; 

water-washing; 

participation  in  the  life  of  the  community; 
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though  the  life-long  call  to  learning  and  discipleship  also  places  the  con- 
tinued formation  in  faith  after  the  water.  The  pattern  we  may  discern  in 
Ignatius  shows  the  same  outline: 

proclamation,  conversion,  turning  from  evil; 

the  “speaking  water”; 

the  meal  of  God/witness  in  the  world. 

Of  course,  the  very  fact  that  we  may  discern  the  pattern  in  his  account  of 
his  own  potential  death  is  a testimony  to  Ignatius’s  view  of  the  life-long 
significance  of  the  baptismal  process. 

But  can  we  discover  this  shape  of  baptism  elsewhere?  Is  it  discover- 
able in  actual  liturgical  evidence,  not  just  in  allusion?  Is  it  present  in  the 
earliest  centuries  of  the  church?  Indeed,  is  it  present  in  the  New  Testa- 
ment itself?  Finally,  is  it  present  in  our  communities?  And,  if  it  is,  does 
such  a simple  outline  help  us  in  our  tasks  of  mutual  recognition  and 
mutual  encouragement? 


Justin  and  other  early  models 

In  fact,  there  is  a striking  correspondence  between  this  pattern  and 
what  we  may  discover  in  the  work  of  Justin,  a layman  or  catechist  who 
was  teaching  in  Rome  about  four  decades  after  Ignatius  would  have  been 
killed  there.  We  have  in  Justin’s  work  the  first  full  direct  description 
which  we  possess  of  what  happens  in  Christian  baptism.  The  description 
occurs  in  Justin’s  first  Apology , a defence  of  Christian  faith  and  practice 
addressed  to  the  Roman  emperor  of  that  time,  Antoninus  Pius.  Intended 
as  a defence,  the  description  is  inevitably  truthful,  schematic,  non-tech- 
nical  and  interested  in  meaning  - all  of  which  makes  the  account  of  high 
value  for  us. 

Towards  the  end  of  his  work,  Justin  writes: 


We  shall  now  also  explain  the  way  in  which  we  dedicated  ourselves  as 
votive  gifts  to  God,  having  been  made  new  through  Jesus  Christ,  lest  in  omit- 
ting this  we  should  appear  to  do  something  wrong  in  our  explanation.  As  many 
people  as  are  persuaded,  as  believe  these  things  taught  and  spoken  by  us  to  be 
true,  and  as  promise  to  try  to  live  thus,  are  taught  to  pray  and  ask  God,  while 
fasting,  for  the  forgiveness  of  sins,  while  we  pray  and  fast  together  with  them. 
Then  they  are  led  by  us  there  where  water  is,  and  they  are  reborn  in  the  way 
of  rebirth  with  which  we  ourselves  were  reborn.  For  they  then  do  the  washing 
in  the  water  in  the  name  of  the  Father  and  Lord  God  of  all  things  and  of  our 
Saviour  Jesus  Christ  and  of  the  Holy  Spirit...  And  this  washing  is  called  illu- 
mination, since  the  understanding  of  those  who  learn  these  things  is  illumi- 
nated... But,  after  thus  washing  those  who  are  persuaded  and  who  assent,  we 
lead  them  to  those  who  are  called  brothers  and  sisters,  where  they  are  assem- 
bled to  make  common  prayer  with  strength  for  themselves  and  for  those  illu- 
minated and  for  all  others  everywhere...  When  we  have  ended  the  prayers,  we 
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greet  one  another  with  a kiss.  Then  the  brothers  and  sisters  set  out  before  the 
president  bread  and  a cup  of  mixed  wine... 

Following  an  account  of  the  eucharist  and  of  the  meaning  of  the  gift 
of  the  body  and  blood  of  Christ  in  the  eucharist,  Justin  continues: 

And  for  the  rest,  after  these  things  we  continually  remind  each  other  of 
these  things.  Those  who  have  the  means  help  all  those  who  are  in  want,  and 
we  continually  meet  together.  And  over  all  that  we  take  to  eat  we  bless  the  Cre- 
ator of  all  things  through  God’s  Son  Jesus  Christ  and  through  the  Holy  Spirit. 
And  on  the  day  named  after  the  sun,  all,  whether  they  live  in  the  city  or  the 
countryside,  are  gathered  together  in  unity...15 

There  follows  an  account  of  the  Sunday  eucharist,  of  the  sending  of 
communion  to  the  absent  and  food  and  support  to  the  poor,  and  of  the 
meaning  of  Sunday.  So  the  book,  the  defence  of  the  faith,  ends. 

We  could  summarize  this  baptismal  process  with  the  very  pattern  we 
found  in  Ignatius,  echoed  at  Ditchingham:  formation  in  the  faith  or  con- 
version; the  washing  with  water  associated  with  the  word  and  name  of 
the  triune  God;  and  participation  in  the  life  of  the  community,  including 
now  the  continual  mutual  remembrance  of  baptism,  the  remembrance  of 
the  poor,  the  communal  meetings,  the  meal-thanksgiving  and,  as  the 
event  which  incorporates  all  of  this,  the  Sunday  eucharist.  We  can  also 
say  that  several  things  which  are  implicit  in  Ignatius  are  made  quite 
explicit  here.  Proclamation  and  teaching  precede  the  water,  but  they  also 
follow;  indeed,  a “continual  reminding”  is  a strong  part  of  the  ordo.  The 
baptismal  events  occur  in  the  community  and  lead  to  participation  in  the 
community’s  life;  the  meal  is  at  the  centre  of  such  participation. 

Such  life-long  meaning  of  baptism  and  such  communal  resonance 
are  obviously  present  in  Ignatius  too.  But  in  Justin  the  whole  matter  is 
set  in  motion,  even  in  procession , and  accompanied  by  prayer.  The  resul- 
tant pattern  could  be  listed  in  this  way: 

teaching  the  faith  and  enquiry  about  conduct; 
praying  and  fasting  of  candidates  and  community; 
procession  to  the  water; 
washing; 

procession  to  the  place  of  community  prayer; 
eucharist; 

continual  reminding,  in  Sunday  eucharist  and  in  care  of  the  poor. 

It  is  of  considerable  interest  that,  armed  with  this  pattern,  we  can  dis- 
cover something  like  the  same  ordo  in  the  (probably  earlier)  Syrian  book 
the  Didache  or  “The  Teaching  of  the  Twelve  Apostles”.  If  we  assume 
that  this  ancient  “church  order”  begins  with  catechesis  for  those  who  are 
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coming  to  be  baptized,  the  resultant  order  of  the  book  is  strongly  famil- 
iar.16 There  the  pattern  is: 
moral  instruction  (1: 1-6:3); 

fasting  and  prayer  (7:4-8:3;  “before  the  baptism”,  7:4); 
baptism  in  the  triune  name  in  “living  water”  (7: 1-3);17 
eucharist  after  baptism  (9-10); 

the  life  of  the  community,  including  reception  of  travelling  teachers 
(11-13),  giving  to  the  poor  (13:4),  the  every-Sunday  eucharist  (14). 
In  fact,  this  primitive  order  for  making  a Christian  ultimately  becomes 
the  order  of  the  “catechumenate”,  known  to  us  from  many  sources  from 
the  3rd  century  on: 

enquiry  about  willingness  to  change  conduct; 
hearing  the  gospel/teaching  the  words  for  faith; 
prayer  (and  fasting); 
washing; 

leading  to  the  meal, 

to  “mystagogy”,  the  learning  of  the  mysteries  in  which  one  was  now 
participant; 

and  to  the  resultant  weekly  assembly,  witness  and  care  for  the  poor. 
Such  a process  came  to  be  associated  with  the  Christian  keeping  of 
pascha  and  thereby  to  influence  profoundly  the  evolving  shape  of  Lent 
and  Easter.  This  process  itself  was  ultimately  represented  by  the  devel- 
oped form  of  the  Western  Christian  “catechism”,  in  which  specific  cen- 
tral texts  came  to  stand  as  symbols  for  parts  of  the  process,  as  gifts  which 
had  been  given  to  those  being  baptized  and  could  now  be  repeated  as 
ways  of  continual  reminding,  continual  re-insertion  in  baptismal  faith: 
the  ten  commandments; 
the  creed; 
the  Lord’s  Prayer; 

baptism  (e.g.,  the  Great  Commission,  Matt.  28:16-20); 
holy  communion  (e.g.,  the  verba  institutions); 
confession  and  forgiveness/daily  prayer/duties. 

Furthermore,  our  3rd-century  witnesses  (the  apostolic  Tradition , Tertul- 
lian,  the  Acts  of  Thomas)  begin  to  show  that  at  this  time  some  ritual  signs 
of  the  outpouring  of  the  Spirit  in  baptism  - or  some  signs  that  the  bap- 
tized were  being  made  a people  of  priests  and  kings  - were  being  added 
to  the  process,  in  different  places  and  with  slightly  differing  meanings. 
The  most  frequent  such  sign  was  the  anointing  with  oil.  We  do  not  really 
know  the  age  or  provenance  of  this  practice.  Was  it  drawn  from  the  mys- 
teries or  from  gnosticism?  Was  it  an  intentional  addition  of  an  impure 
agent  (oil)  to  the  bath  of  purity,  in  order  to  sign  the  radical  new  meaning 
of  that  bath  in  Jesus  Christ?  Was  it  a sign  of  hospitality  and  welcome, 
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drawn  to  baptismal  practice  from  meal  practice  or  from  the  use  of  the 
baths?  Was  it  simply  an  enacting  of  the  biblical  words  about  the  Spirit? 
Or  was  it  all  of  these  and  more?  Regardless  of  any  favourite  theory,  it  is 
important  to  note  that  this  anointing  comes  to  interpret  the  process  itself, 
to  mark  its  movement,  as  a new  Christian  is  brought  from  “darkness” 
into  the  “priestly  people  of  God”,  not  to  be  another  thing  altogether,  not 
to  create  a new  structure. 

The  3rd  century  also  begins  to  show  evidence  of  the  baptism  of 
“those  who  cannot  answer  for  themselves”.  Here  too,  however,  the  basic 
structure  of  baptism  remains  the  same.  Teaching  and  formation  in  the 
faith  are  given  to  those  who  bring  the  children,  those  who  answer  for 
them,  prior  to  the  bath.  The  children  are  welcomed  into  the  life  of  the 
community.  Indeed,  the  3rd-century  evidence  about  such  baptized  chil- 
dren shows  that  they  were  also  brought  to  participation  in  the  eucharist. 
And  the  pattern  of  “continual  reminding”  was,  of  course,  exactly  what 
was  called  for  in  the  ongoing  catechesis  of  baptized  infants. 

It  is  also  important  to  note  that  the  root  structure  - faith  formation, 
speaking  water,  communal  participation  - could  be  unfolded  in  very  dif- 
ferent ways  already  in  the  ancient  world.  In  Syrian  Christianity  and  sub- 
sequently in  Armenian  Christianity,  for  example,  there  is  evidence  of 
slightly  different  accents,  a different  role  for  the  community  and  great 
importance  for  post-baptismal  instruction.18  The  primitive  pattern  here 
could  be  summarized  as  follows: 

a conversion  takes  place,  miraculously,  sometimes  in  encounter  with 

a lone  apostle; 

the  apostle  prays  for  the  convert(s); 

a seven-day  fast  occurs; 

on  the  eighth  day  there  occurs  anointing  of  the  head,  bath,  eucharist; 

followed  by  introduction  to  the  community  and  instruction  in  ethics. 
Of  course,  such  a baptism  looks  rather  more  like  the  baptism  of  the 
Ethiopian  eunuch  (Acts  8)  or  the  order  of  Matthew  28  - “baptizing 
them”  followed  by  “teaching  them  to  obey”  - than  the  baptisms  of  the 
day  of  Pentecost  (Acts  2).  But  even  here  the  core  structure,  although 
weighted  differently,  is  the  same:  encounter-proclamation-conversion- 
formation  in  faith  leads  to  water  bath,  leads  to  meal-communal  life-fur- 
ther instruction. 

The  New  Testament 

Does  this  core  structure  itself  have  a biblical  origin?  Can  we  find  it 
in  the  scripture?  Of  course,  the  New  Testament  is  not  a book  of  rituals. 
Nor  does  it  give  clear  evidence  on  ancient  Christian  practice.  But  to  the 
extent  that  such  evidence  can  be  gathered  indirectly,  the  deep  pattern 
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here  is  also  the  same.  This  root  pattern  may  in  fact  be  seen  in  widely 
divergent  parts  of  the  New  Testament.  Thus,  the  baptisms  of  the  day  of 
Pentecost  (Acts  2:42)  follow  from  Peter’s  preaching  and  lead  those  bap- 
tized to  “devote  themselves  to  the  apostles’  teaching  and  fellowship,  to 
the  breaking  of  bread  and  the  prayers”  (Acts  2:42),  as  well  as  to  distrib- 
ution of  goods  “to  all,  as  any  had  need”  (Acts  2:45).  Indeed,  Paul 
depends  on  Christian  baptism  leading  to  the  meal  for  his  analogy  with 
the  crossing  of  the  sea  leading  to  eating  the  manna  and  drinking  from  the 
rock  (1  Cor.  10). 

Furthermore,  if  1 Peter  may  be  considered  to  be  a baptismal  catech- 
esis  and  a church  order,  there  too  the  order  of  making  Christians  is  the 
same.  Proclamation  of  the  resurrection  and  teaching  about  ethical  trans- 
formation (1:3-21)  lead  to  “purification”  (1:22)  and  “new  birth”  (1:23). 
This  purification  through  the  word  of  God  - which  may  be  a reference 
to  the  water-bath  - leads  in  turn  to  communal  love  (1:23;  2:1);  to  eating 
and  drinking  (2:2-3);  to  participation  in  the  community,  the  royal  priest- 
hood, the  people  of  God  (2:4-10);  and  to  moral  instruction  (2: 1 Iff.).  The 
order  of  1 Peter  can  also  be  seen  to  be  formed  by  the  process  of  the  bap- 
tismal ordo.19 

That  such  an  order  is  significant,  that  it  is  not  simply  the  self-evident 
way  that  baptisms  might  be  done,  can  be  gathered  from  the  washings 
which  may  have  surrounded  the  origin  of  Christian  baptizing.20  Several 
lst-century  groups  seem  to  have  practised  a full-body  washing,  in  run- 
ning or  deep  water,  for  the  sake  of  ritual  purity  and  in  order  to  be  ready 
for  - even  to  compel  - the  coming  day  of  God.  Amid  such  washings, 
John’s  baptism  seems  to  have  functioned  as  an  astonishing  proclamation 
of  the  nearness  of  the  reign  of  God  through  the  prophetic  sign  he  enacted 
when  he  did  the  washing  rather  than  encouraging  others  to  bathe  them- 
selves. John  the  baptizer  signed  the  nearness  of  the  God  who  would 
come  to  wash  a people  of  God’s  own.21 

Like  these  washings,  Christians  also  washed  with  water  towards  the 
coming  day  of  God.  Like  John’s  baptism,  the  Christian  bath  was  not  self- 
administered.  But  unlike  all  of  these  washings,  Christian  baptism  was 
not  repeated.  And  it  was  finally  not  about  purity.  Its  eschatology  was 
new  and  surprising.  It  led  to  participation  in  Jesus  Christ,  to  death  and 
resurrection,  hence  to  what  was  regarded  as  “unclean”,  to  the  meal  of  his 
body  and  blood,  to  engagement  with  the  poor  and  the  outsiders,  not  to  a 
pure  life  cut  off  from  others.  It  was  not  about  personal  purity  but  com- 
munal participation  in  Christ.  It  led  to  the  day  of  God  by  incorporating 
the  baptized  into  the  community  which  tasted  the  down-payment  of  that 
day  in  the  presence  of  the  crucified-risen  one  and  in  the  Spirit  that  was 
poured  out  from  his  cross  and  resurrection.  It  was  itself  an  eschatologi- 
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cal  reality  by  being  drawn  into  the  very  life  and  name  of  the  triune  God. 
All  the  many  images  and  meanings  for  baptism  in  the  New  Testament  - 
washing  for  the  wedding,  illumination,  forgiveness,  entering  the  temple, 
surviving  the  flood,  being  clothed  in  Christ  - can  be  taken  as  celebra- 
tions of  this  eschatological  reality. 

Every  baptism  into  Christ  thus  participates  in  the  meaning  of  the  sto- 
ries of  the  baptism  of  Jesus  himself  (Mark  1:9-11  and  parallels):  the  can- 
didate goes  into  the  water  with  Christ,  the  Spirit  descends  and  the  voice 
of  the  Father  calls  this  one  a beloved  child,  a participant  in  the  body  of 
Christ.22  Such  is  baptism  “in  the  name  of  the  Father  and  of  the  Son  and 
of  the  Holy  Spirit”  (Matt.  28:19).  But  the  Christian  arises  from  these 
waters  not  to  fasting  and  temptation  - the  foreshadowing  of  Jesus’  cross 
which  follows  the  Jordan  story  - but  to  participation  in  the  meal  and  mis- 
sion of  Christ.  And  every  baptism  into  Christ  participates  in  the  meaning 
of  the  stories  of  his  death  and  resurrection,  his  final  “baptism”  (Mark 
10:38;  Luke  12:50).  The  candidate  is  buried  in  these  waters  together  with 
Christ,  in  order  to  be  raised  with  him.  The  Christian  arises  from  these 
waters  to  participation  in  the  world-changing,  witnessing,  communal 
meal  with  the  risen  one  and  those  who  are  in  him.  Christian  baptism  is 
therefore  not  a purity-rite  which  can  be  repeated  and  repeated.  Christian 
baptism  is  an  event  in  the  name  of  God,  filled  with  the  presence  of  God 
(Matt.  28:20).  Unlike  the  surrounding  washings,  then,  Christian  baptism 
called  for  teaching  and  formation  in  that  name.  And  it  led  to  remember- 
ing the  meaning  of  this  new  washing  and  teaching  its  ethical  conse- 
quences. The  new  character  of  this  washing  could  be  expressed  by  this 
ordo : teaching,  washing,  community  participation  - or,  put  differently, 
conversion,  the  speaking  water,  the  meal.  This  washing  was  henceforth 
“water  that  speaks”  with  the  voice  of  God,  not  simply  our  own  cry  for 
help.  This  washing  was  henceforth  in  water  that  had  been  itself  washed 
by  Jesus  Christ  and  so  by  the  triune  God. 

Thus  it  needs  to  be  noted  that  “baptism  in  the  name”  did  not  always 
mean  that  a formula  like  those  in  Matthew  28: 19  and  Acts  2:38  was  actu- 
ally recited  over  the  use  of  the  water.  Such  a conception  gives  far  too 
small  a meaning  to  the  phrase.  It  seems  unlikely  that  this  phrase  in  the 
New  Testament  refers  to  the  “recitation  of  a formula”  (cf.  1 Cor.  1:13- 
15).  Furthermore,  we  have  clear  evidence  of  early  baptisms  where  no 
such  formula  existed.23  While  the  recited  name  has  come  to  function  at 
Christian  baptism  in  a foundational  way,  the  use  of  such  a text  is  actu- 
ally a symbol  which  condenses  the  whole  ordo.  Baptism  in  the  triune 
name  involves  learning  to  trust  in  God  by  being  washed  into  the  cruci- 
fied Christ  and  being  raised  to  live  in  the  community  of  the  Spirit.  The 
ordo  is  itself  trinitarian.  The  ordo  stands  for  the  name. 
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Baptism  in  the  triune  name  is  none  other  than  that  one  washing  which 
is  no  longer  a purity  rite,  a prayer  for  God,  a cry  for  help,  but  rather  a 
participation  in  the  very  life  of  the  present  God  of  the  gospel,  the  God 
seen  at  Jordan,  known  in  the  resurrection,  poured  out  as  the  Spirit.  The 
“name”  is  both  the  content  of  the  teaching  which  must  be  juxtaposed  to 
the  washing  and  the  powerful  presence  of  the  gracious  God  who  makes 
of  our  water  the  very  threshold  of  the  eschatological  day. 

Baptism  in  the  name  of  Jesus  Christ,  baptism  in  the  triune  name  and 
baptism  in  the  Spirit  are  thus  exactly  the  same  thing:  an  ancient  human 
water-rite  transformed  to  be  the  making  of  Christians-in-community. 
They  are  the  making  of  Christians  done  in  such  a way  that  the  act  itself 
becomes  a life-long  pattern  of  living. 

In  the  New  Testament,  therefore,  baptism  is  no  distinction  from  the 
rest  of  needy  humanity.  It  is  rather  open  identification  with  all  in  Jesus 
Christ  and  in  the  mission  which  is  through  him.  It  is  the  washing  which 
makes  Christians  to  be  “unclean”  with  Christ,  who  welcomes  the  impure 
(Mark  2:15)  and  the  unwashed  (Mark  7:2)  and  the  unclean  (John  4,  5,  9) 
and  the  dead  (John  11).  It  is  the  bath  which  constitutes  his  witnesses  in 
the  world. 

The  water  that  speaks:  implications 

So  the  ordo  of  baptism  can  be  stated  this  way:  teaching,  bath,  meal. 
Or  this:  formation  in  faith,  the  water  that  speaks,  participation  in  the 
communal  witness  to  God’s  new  age.  Three  implications  follow. 

1.  This  ordo  may  give  us  a key  for  afresh  ecumenical  reading  of  the  Lima 
document  and  of  the  responses  of  the  churches  to  it. 

It  is  no  surprise  that  the  Lima  document  should  breathe  much  of  the 
same  spirit  we  have  discovered  in  the  New  Testament  and  in  Justin  and 
Ignatius.  It  is  not  so  much  that  its  account  of  a “comprehensive  order  of 
baptism”  (Baptism,  para.  20)  corresponds  to  the  ordo  we  are  perceiving 
here.  The  matters  listed  in  that  paragraph  are  useful,  but  they  are  not  yet 
a very  profound  or  full  reflection  of  the  ordo , unless  it  is  seen  that  scrip- 
ture, the  Spirit,  renunciation  and  profession  have  led  to  the  water,  and 
that  new  identity,  membership  in  the  church  and  witness  continually  fol- 
low. The  matters  present  in  the  moment  of  baptismal  celebration  must  be 
seen  as  recapitulating  the  entire  process.  Rather,  our  reflections  find  an 
echo  and  reinforcement  in  the  document’s  sense  of  the  eschatological 
meaning  of  baptism  (Baptism,  para.  7),  in  its  rich  biblical  imagery  (paras 
2-6),  in  its  sense  that  baptism  is  repeatedly  affirmed  and  has  life-long 
significance  (para.  9),  and  in  its  reflection  on  the  ethical  significance  of 
baptism  (para.  10).  Most  of  all,  our  ordo  corresponds  most  profoundly  to 
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the  document’s  assertion  that  baptism  is  a process  (commentaries  on 
paras  12  and  14)  which  takes  place  within  the  community  of  the  church 
(paras  6,  12,  23). 

It  is  in  such  reflections  on  baptism  that  the  Lima  document  invites  us 
to  receive  ourselves, 24  to  say  Amen  to  a reality  that  we  already  have  and 
that  we  already  share.  Indeed,  many  of  the  responses  of  the  churches  to 
the  Lima  document  recognize  the  ways  in  which  BEM  has  encouraged 
them  to  recover  practices  and  meanings  which  belong  almost  instinc- 
tively to  the  deepest  charism  of  the  churches  themselves:  that  baptism  is 
a process,  a continuum,  as  well  as  a once-for-all  event;25  that  catechesis 
and  proclamation  belong  to  baptism;  that  baptism  involves  the  strong, 
identity-changing  use  of  water;  that  baptism  takes  place  in  the  assembly 
and  leads  to  participation  in  community  and  life-long  witness.  Such 
recognition  reflects  a deep  awareness  that  the  ordo  we  have  been  dis- 
cussing is  present  in  the  churches.  And  such  recognition  has  led  Chris- 
tians of  one  church  to  the  awareness  of  the  presence  of  the  same  recov- 
ered pattern  in  other  churches  as  well.  We  are  invited  to  find  in  each 
other  the  living,  trinitarian  pattern  of  the  baptized,  just  as  the  Roman 
church  was  invited  to  recognize  that  same  pattern  in  Antioch  through  the 
person  of  Ignatius. 

It  is  certainly  true  that  other  matters  discussed  in  the  responses  of  the 
churches  and  implied  in  our  discussion  of  the  ordo  could  be  more  clearly 
expressed  than  they  are  in  the  Lima  document.  The  word  present  in  the 
baptismal  process  and  in  the  celebration  of  baptism  itself  ought  not  to  be 
only  “the  scriptures  referring  to  baptism”  (Baptism,  para.  20),  but  a read- 
ing, teaching  and  preaching  of  all  the  scriptures  as  filled  with  the  triune 
“name”.  The  word  which  comes  to  the  water  includes  all  the  preaching 
of  the  church.26  Furthermore,  a strong  catechumenate  should  be  encour- 
aged among  the  churches  though,  as  in  the  ancient  Syrian  church,  that 
catechumenate  may  take  very  different  forms.  And  the  life-long  meaning 
of  baptism  could  be  further  elaborated  by  a discussion  of  the  baptismal 
shape  of  repentance  and  forgiveness  or  reconciliation  in  the  church,27  of 
vocation  and  work  and  Christian  ministry,  of  human  life  and  suffering ,28 
of  Christian  witness  and  the  continuing  content  of  Christian  faith, 29  and, 
finally,  of  human  death  itself. 

2.  This  ordo  can  also  propose  to  us  concrete  possibilities  for  the  renewal 
of  our  baptismal  practice. 

The  point  of  our  conversations  is  not  to  amend  the  Lima  document, 
but  rather  to  proceed  with  mutual  recognition  and  renewal.  It  is  to 
enquire  whether  the  presence  of  the  ordo  in  the  churches,  the  ordo  which 
we  can  discern  as  behind  the  Lima  document  and  available  from  our 
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common  sources,  can  be  clarified  and  refreshed  in  our  own  actual  prac- 
tice. Can  we  actually  hold  together  baptism  and  formation  in  the  faith? 
Can  we  welcome  again  the  ministry  of  catechists  and  baptismal  sponsors 
in  our  midst?  Can  we  see  the  creeds  as  baptismal  symbols,  central  doc- 
trines as  having  baptismal  locus?  Can  we  teach  a living  trinitarian  faith, 
based  on  the  churches’  experience  of  the  triune  God  in  the  “speaking 
water”?  Can  we  practice  a strong  use  of  the  water,  recovering  immersion 
fonts  where  possible?  Can  we  see  the  events  of  the  actual  baptismal  cel- 
ebration as  recapitulating  the  whole  process  of  baptism,  indeed  the 
whole  Christian  life?  Can  we  let  any  strong  secondary  symbols  used  in 
the  rite  - prayer  over  the  water,  oil,  light,  new  clothing  or  other  symbols 
adapted  from  diverse  cultural  surroundings  - function  to  unfold  the 
meaning  of  the  ordo  itself?  Can  we  let  the  whole  assembly  - or  as  many 
of  its  members  as  possible  - gather  around  our  fonts  (or  at  rivers,  lakes 
or  oceans),  welcoming  the  newly  baptized  into  the  community  and  to 
participation  in  the  eucharist?  Can  we  bring  all  the  baptized,  including 
the  children,  directly  to  the  meal  of  God?  Can  we  enable  a “life-long  cat- 
echumenate”,  a continual  re-learning  of  the  faith,  a continual  re-hearing 
of  the  voice  in  the  water?  Can  we  actually  connect  baptism  and  ethics, 
baptism  and  mission?  Can  we  unfold  this  whole  ordo  in  each  local  place 
in  ways  appropriate  to  the  dignity  and  gifts  of  that  place?  And  can  we  do 
these  things  by  teaching,  love  and  invitation,  by  opening  up  what  is 
already  present  in  the  churches,  not  by  constraint  and  compulsion? 

And,  to  press  the  questions  even  more  deeply,  can  we  let  the  Lund 
Principle  be  applied  here?30  Are  there  not  many  of  these  things  that  we 
can  indeed  do  together?  Could  a renewed  catechumenate  be  undertaken 
together?  Could  we  be  present  at  each  other’s  baptisms?  Could  we  do 
baptisms  on  the  great  feasts  and  do  them  side-by-side?  Could  we  even 
consider  constructing  a single  font  for  the  local  churches  in  our  towns 
and  cities  (cf.  Ditchingham,  para.  12)? 

The  actual  liturgy  for  the  baptism  itself,  in  all  of  our  churches,  may 
then  most  wisely  include  these  things:  the  presence  of  the  local  church, 
including  the  ministerial  leadership  of  that  community  and  witnesses 
from  the  larger  koinonia\  a recapitulation  of  the  process  which  has  led  to 
the  water,  including  the  confession  of  trinitarian  faith  by  the  community, 
by  the  candidates  and  by  the  sponsors  of  those  who  cannot  answer  for 
themselves;  prayer;  as  full  a washing  with  water  as  possible;  a testimony 
to  the  new  identity  of  the  baptized  in  communion  with  both  the  local 
church  and  the  whole  catholic  church;  and  a direct  flow  into  the 
eucharist  and  mission. 

This  ordo  which  has  been  present  in  our  reflections  and  which  hov- 
ers behind  the  Lima  text  can  be  interpreted  as  holding  together  several 
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matters  which  have  been  torn  apart  in  the  history  of  baptism.  Such  mat- 
ters include:  catechesis  and  bath,  water  and  meal,  faith  and  gift,  speech 
and  sign,  adults  and  children,  individual  salvation  and  communal  mean- 
ing, present  and  future,  one-time-event  and  all  of  life,  baptism  and  con- 
firmation, the  local  church  and  the  universal  church,  the  present  com- 
munity and  the  ancestors  in  the  faith,  God’s  action  and  the  church’s 
action.  With  contemporary  liturgical  studies,  with  the  Lima  document, 
with  experiments  in  the  catechumenate,  with  liturgical  books  influenced 
by  BEM,  with  new  baptismal  ethics,  with  reflections  on  baptism  as 
process , and  with  local  efforts  at  renewed  baptismal  practice,  the 
churches  are  about  the  task  of  re-membering  this  dismemberment. 

3.  This  ordo  which  we  are  discussing  may  assist  us  to  re-address,  with  a 
new  wholeness,  old  points  of  Christian  division. 

For  example,  when  baptism  is  a process,  the  disagreements  between 
“baptists”  and  “catholics”  may  be  turned  into  mutual  admonition  and 
mutual  enrichment  (cf.  Ditchingham,  para.  11).  Furthermore,  when  the 
central  event  of  the  ordo  is  a bath,  we  all  may  yield  the  practical  point 
of  immersion  to  the  “baptists”.  We  may  encourage  and  rejoice  in  the 
fullest  possible  use  of  water  while,  in  the  spirit  of  the  ancient  Didache, 
not  enforcing  this  legalistically. 

Moreover,  when  adult  Christians  are  always,  like  the  bishop  of  Anti- 
och himself,  still  becoming  real  Christians,  when  the  word  alive  in  the 
water  is  always  still  speaking  interiorly  in  Christian  lives,  when  baptism 
leads  to  community  and  to  ethics,  then  the  mutual  witness  of  sacramen- 
tal and  non-sacramental  Christians  may  also  be  mutually  heard.  Quak- 
ers, Salvationists  and  some  non-baptizing  Christian  groups  in  Asia  and 
Africa  will  need  the  churches  who  actually  physically  do  the  ordo  and 
they  will  need  ordo- like  catechesis  and  community-formation,  so  that 
their  own  spirituality  does  not  become  gnostic.  But  the  sacramental 
churches  will  also  need  the  witness  of  those  for  whom  the  only  water  is 
that  of  the  interior  speech  of  the  Spirit  and  the  resultant  life  of  self-giv- 
ing service  is  “participation  in  the  Body  of  Christ”.  Astonishingly, 
Ignatius  and  his  witness  might  be  a meeting  place  for  both. 

Furthermore,  when  the  entire  process  of  the  ordo  is  trinitarian,  when 
the  triune  name  is  the  “shape”  of  baptism,  when  faith  in  God  by  identi- 
fication with  Jesus  Christ  leads  to  the  community  of  the  Spirit,  then  dis- 
putes about  the  “formula”  of  baptism  may  not  be  so  church-dividing.31 
Indeed,  we  may  be  able  to  recognize  both  of  the  biblical  “formulas”  as 
well  as  baptisms  without  a formula,  if  the  process  of  baptizing  itself  is 
trinitarian.  We  may  be  able  to  enter  more  profoundly  into  the  discussion 
I of  appropriate  and  orthodox  language  to  express  the  mystery  of  the  Trin- 


28  Becoming  a Christian 


ity  in  our  day,  including  criticism  of  the  ways  in  which  “Father”  and 
“Son”  have  been  used  to  express  a faith  which  is  not  orthodox  or  Chris- 
tian. 

Further,  when  participation  in  the  entire  ordo  is  participation  in  the 
eschatological  gift  of  the  Spirit,  when  passing  through  the  water  brings 
us  into  the  community  of  the  Spirit,  we  may  be  able  to  rejoice  in  signs 
of  the  Spirit  added  to  the  rite:  laying  on  of  hands,  anointing  with  oil, 
sealing.  But  we  may  also  be  able  to  resist  either  separating  these  signs 
from  the  ordo,  as  if  they  were  themselves  a new  and  separate  thing,  or 
castigating  those  Christians  who  do  not  use  these  signs,  resting  instead 
in  the  Spirit’s  action  through  water  and  the  word. 

Many  other  such  questions  may  also  be  illuminated  in  our  conversa- 
tion here  as  we  take  the  re-membering  of  the  ordo  into  consideration. 
But  common  work  on  these  questions  and  common  restoration  of  the 
ordo  may  indeed  help  us  to  let  the  astonishing,  gracious  gift  of  baptism 
into  Jesus  Christ  stand  forth  as  a word  to  our  time,  amid  our  need, 
answering  our  cries. 
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Walking  with  the  Word 

A Response  to  Gordon  Lathrop 


PAUL  SHEPPY 


Gordon  Lathrop  has  invited  us  in  his  paper  to  engage  in  a journey  of 
re-discovery.  For  many  the  path  to  unity  has  been  a long  time  walking. 
There  is  always  the  chance  that  we  simply  go  round  in  circles  - as  a par- 
ody of  “Onward,  Christian  Soldiers”  puts  it: 

Like  a mighty  tortoise 
moves  the  church  of  God; 

Brothers  [sic],  we  are  treading 
where  we’ve  always  trod. 

Prof.  Lathrop  proposes  a fresh  path,  which  he  suggests  will  avoid  old 
dead-ends,  and  his  paper  is  a careful  map  for  those  who  will  walk 
together.  I am  amazed  and  delighted  to  have  this  opportunity  to  make  a 
formal  response.  I am  amazed  because  where  there  are  two  Baptists 
there  are  usually  three  opinions,  and  I am  delighted  because  the  journey 
to  which  we  are  invited  is  such  an  important  and  exciting  one.  However, 
since  it  is  best  in  any  journeying  to  be  sure  about  our  departure  point 
even  if  we  do  not  know  how  or  where  we  will  arrive,  I ought  to  register 
a third  emotion  beyond  amazement  and  delight.  I feel  like  the  man  who, 
when  asked  for  directions  to  such  and  such  a town,  replied:  “Well,  if  I 
were  you,  I would  not  start  from  here!” 

Among  British  Baptists  Baptism,  Eucharist  and  Ministry  is  not  an 
agreed  position  paper,  and  it  would  be  less  than  honest  to  suggest  other- 
wise. When  the  WCC  invited  churches  to  respond  to  BEM,  British  Bap- 
tists were  unable  to  make  a response  which  had  central  policy  status.  All 
we  could  do  was  to  report  on  congregational  practice;  and  that  practice 
is  diverse. 

The  practice  is  diverse  because  the  theology  is  diverse;  and  the  diver- 
gence relates  to  the  pilgrimage  of  faith  Gordon  Lathrop  refers  to,  on 
which  he  sees  baptism  as  the  sign  of  life-long  formation  in  faith.  There 
are  two  main  lines  of  baptismal  ecclesiology  among  British  Baptists,  and 
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describing  them  briefly  may  help  to  show  why  many  in  my  tradition 
would  have  difficulties  in  walking  this  path.  I do  not  believe  that  we  can 
ignore  the  journey  which  has  brought  so  many  frustrations  simply  to 
begin  another.  In  Britain  the  Church  of  England  and  the  Methodist 
Church  are  once  again  starting  to  talk  of  structural  unity.  They  will  have 
to  walk  a new  way,  but  they  cannot  pretend  that  the  past  has  not  hap- 
pened, and  part  of  their  journeying  will  necessitate  the  task  of  remem- 
bering. Here,  among  you,  I have  to  remember. 

What  is  baptism? 

It  is  commonly  acknowledged  that  Baptists  understand  baptism  to  be 
the  immersion  of  believers  in  the  name  of  the  Trinity  upon  profession  of 
faith.  That  is  why  we  prefer  the  term  “believers’  baptism”  to  “adult  bap- 
tism”.1 Our  insistence  on  this  springs  from  our  understanding  of  the 
church  as  the  gathered  company  of  believers.  Church  membership  is 
thus  more  than  entry  on  the  parish  electoral  roll;  it  is  ordination  to  dis- 
cipleship  and  mission  in  community.  The  local  congregation  possesses 
in  full  measure  the  promises  of  God,  the  presence  of  Christ  and  the  life 
of  the  Spirit.  While  it  cannot  live  in  isolation  from  Christ’s  disciples  of 
other  times  and  places,  the  local  congregation  exercises  the  royal  priest- 
hood of  all  believers  in  the  liberty  of  the  children  of  God,  sealed  and  ani- 
mated by  the  Spirit.  Of  course,  we  do  not  all  live  up  to  this  vision  - that 
is  our  sin;  yet  it  is  our  calling  - and  that  is  our  testimony. 

Such  an  ecclesiological  stance  leads  us  to  a baptismal  policy  which 
sees  the  baptism  of  believers  as  the  entrance  to  the  pilgrimage  of  faith 
undertaken  in  the  company  of  Christ’s  people,  the  church.  For  some  (no 
matter  what  the  present  faith  of  the  potential  church  member),  if  baptism 
has  not  been  by  immersion  on  profession  of  faith,  then  admission  to  the 
local  congregation  is  not  a possibility.  Believers  of  long  standing  who 
were  baptized  as  infants,  who  have  been  confirmed  and  who  are  living 
out  their  Christian  faith  in  love  of  God,  neighbour  and  enemy  are  never- 
theless required  to  be  baptized.  Those  who  make  this  demand  deny  any 
charge  of  re-baptism,  since  they  do  not  understand  what  occurred  previ- 
ously as  being  itself  baptism.  Another  group,  while  having  reservations 
about  infant  baptism  will  take  the  lived  faith  of  other  Christians  as  ade- 
quate and  require  no  more  than  a re-affirmation  of  baptismal  vows. 

Both  these  groups  are  in  one  sense  wedded  to  a common  under- 
standing of  baptism  as  primarily  admission  to  the  church.  In  that,  at 
least,  they  have  a great  deal  of  church  history  on  their  side.  At  the  same 
time,  the  “confusion  is  worse  confounded”  by  the  fact  that  a given  bap- 
tismal theology  and  practice  do  not  necessarily  imply  a correlative 
eucharistic  practice  as  regards  admission  to  the  Lord’s  supper.2 
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The  more  inclusive  of  these  views  has  a further  expression,  which 
needs  recounting,  not  least  because  none  of  the  papers  distributed  in 
advance  of  this  consultation  refers  to  perhaps  the  greatest  20th-century 
Baptist  writer  on  baptism,  George  Beasley-Murray.  For  many  years 
Beasley-Murray  has  argued  that  “believers’  baptism”  ought  more  prop- 
erly to  be  understood  as  “conversion  baptism”.3  This  has  resulted  in  two 
apparently  contrary  principles.  Baptism  is  correctly  and  normatively  to 
be  linked  to  conversion,  and  as  such  it  implies  entry  to  the  community 
of  faith,  the  church.  At  the  same  time,  while  the  link  with  conversion  is 
primary,  conversion  is  a way  of  daily  living  in  obedience  to  the  risen 
Lord,  and  baptism  is  the  initiating  sign  of  such  life.  This  polarity  leads 
Beasley-Murray  to  conclude  that  where  Christians  who  were  baptized  in 
infancy  come  for  membership  of  a local  Baptist  congregation,  their  bap- 
tism cannot  now  be  separated  from  their  conversion  and  we  ought  not  to 
demand  it. 

However,  in  an  article  written  in  1994,  Beasley-Murray  moved  on 
further.4  He  challenged  those  who  have  waged  the  traditional  argument 
about  baptism  to  adopt  a new  strategy.  What  he  suggests  is  virtually  a 
post-modern  stance,  though  he  himself  does  not  use  this  term.  He  argues 
that,  since  there  is  divergence  of  theology  and  practice  resulting  from 
different  presuppositions,  it  will  be  best  simply  to  adapt  to  what  is  the 
case  rather  than  rehearsing  the  arguments  for  what  ought  to  happen.  The 
task  then  becomes  one  of  accommodating  variant  theological  models 
and  constructs  in  an  endeavour  to  understand  and  value  rather  than 
assault  and  deny  one  another. 

Another  British  Baptist,  Morris  West,  has  noted  in  comprehensive 
detail  how  different  churches  express  the  relationship  between  baptism, 
confirmation,  membership  and  eucharistic  observance.5  West  urges  close 
attention  both  to  the  ecumenical  history  of  the  past  forty  years  and  to  the 
peculiar  experience  of  Local  Ecumenical  Partnerships  (LEPs).  LEPs  are 
groupings  of  churches  and  congregations  at  the  local  level  authorized 
and  sponsored  by  regional  church  leaders.  They  may  share  buildings, 
ministries  and  congregations  or  any  combination  of  the  three.  Alterna- 
tively, they  may  be  separate  congregations  in  their  own  buildings  and 
with  their  own  ministerial  oversight  who  share  in  a covenanted  mission 
task.  LEPs  live  out  the  problems  of  one  baptism  in  two  modes:  they 
experience  at  first  hand  the  disciplines  of  shared  or  unshared  eucharist, 
and  they  confront  in  themselves  the  difficulties  of  joint  membership  of 
more  than  one  denominational  structure.  Here  I would  go  on  to  recall 
Karl  Rahner’s  observation  that  the  smallest  example  of  the  Christian 
congregation  is  Christian  marriage.  For  many  such  ecclesial  communi- 
ties, ecumenical  encounter  is  felt  most  painfully  where  two  partners  are 
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Christian  communicants  in  good  standing  of  separate  traditions.  They 
are  united  in  the  marriage  bed,  but  parted  at  the  foretaste  of  the  bridal 
feast  of  the  Lamb. 

As  West  rehearses  the  history,  one  feels  what  he  describes:  “a  para- 
doxical mixture  of  ecumenical  weariness  and  ecumenical  enthusiasm 
verging  on  impatience!”  Like  Beasley-Murray,  West  has  a healthy 
respect  for  the  theology,  but  is  consumed  by  the  pastoral  imperative.  He 
concludes  his  paper  by  suggesting  that  we  should  approach  the  issue  by 
means  of  a theology  of  the  child.  Whatever  rite  we  use  to  welcome  the 
child  into  the  church  - baptism,  blessing,  presentation  - it  must  mark  a 
process  of  commitment  by  the  church  to  recover  a catechetical  pathway 
to  the  faith  which  speaks  the  name  of  Jesus  as  Lord. 

Ordo,  and  “the  water  that  speaks”:  a call  to  journey 

In  his  commentary  on  Isaiah  Eusebius  of  Caesarea  draws  a contrast 
between  the  voice  (John  the  Baptist)  which  cries  “Prepare  a way”  and 
the  Word  of  God  (Jesus)  for  whom  the  way  is  prepared.6  Augustine  ar- 
ticulates this  more  explicitly:  “John  was  a voice,  but  the  Lord  in  the 
beginning  was  the  Word.”7 

If  baptism  is  to  be  the  water  that  speaks,  there  are  three  voices  mak- 
ing utterance:  God  in  Christ  reconciling  all  to  himself,  the  Christian 
community  affirming  the  apostolic  faith,  and  the  individual  believer  who 
is  claimed  by  Christ  and  who  joins  herself  or  himself  to  the  community. 
If  one  of  these  voices  is  missing,  the  speech  of  the  water  is  in  some  sense 
impaired.  And  what  is  the  “word”  that  the  water  speaks  in  echo  of  the 
voice  of  God,  of  the  church,  of  the  believer?  “Jesus  is  Lord.” 

What  Gordon  Lathrop  invites  us  to  consider  is  baptism  as  program- 
matic rather  than  punctiliar.  Two  discussion  documents  published  by 
British  Baptists  in  1996  indicate  that,  while  not  approaching  the  question 
from  a liturgical  perspective,  there  is  a willingness  to  re-examine  the  cat- 
echetical structures  relating  to  baptism.  The  first  is  a study  guide  in 
which  six  Baptist  scholars  address  believers’  baptism  in  systematic 
rather  than  New  Testament  terms.  Reflections  on  the  Water  is  a collec- 
tion of  papers  designed  to  initiate  a new  way  into  the  old  debate  in  much 
the  same  way  as  our  meeting  here  is  intended.8  Baptism  is  described  as 
evidence  of  God’s  sacramental  freedom  to  act,  a reminder  of  the  link 
between  the  materiality  of  creation  and  its  redemption,  a political  act,  an 
act  of  community  within  the  world  and  a call  to  pilgrimage.  A response 
is  also  offered  by  Christopher  Rowlands,  Dean  Ireland  Professor  of  New 
Testament  at  the  University  of  Oxford,  who  urges  Baptists  not  to  forsake 
their  New  Testament  theology  of  baptism  and  invites  further  reflection 
on  the  place  of  children  and  the  catechumenate. 
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The  second  document,  published  by  the  Doctrine  and  Worship  Com- 
mittee of  the  Baptist  Union  of  Great  Britain,  rehearses  in  more  detail  the 
agenda  to  which  I referred  earlier:  the  Baptist  difficulties  with  the  rela- 
tionship of  personal  faith  in  the  practice  of  infant  baptism  and  so  on.9 
However,  the  committee  has  not  allowed  the  old  questions  to  forge  the 
old  answers.  The  document  concludes  by  investigating  the  catechetical 
agenda,  and  thus  allows  some  accommodation  of  the  possibility  of  less 
confrontational  approaches.  This  is  not  an  entirely  new  way  of  thinking, 
as  I indicated  earlier,  but  it  is  being  given  increased  impetus  as  Baptist 
congregations  join  LEPs,  where  baptismal  and  membership  policies 
have  to  be  very  carefully  agreed.  With  some  notable  exceptions,  Baptists 
have  not  excelled  in  the  field  of  liturgy.  However,  there  is  a sea-change. 
In  September  1996  the  Joint  Liturgical  Group  of  Great  Britain  organized 
a conference  in  England  on  the  future  of  Christian  worship  in  Britain. 
Delegates  attended  from  the  black  churches,  from  the  Greek  Orthodox, 
from  the  Salvation  Army  as  well  as  from  the  “historic”  traditions  of  the 
West.  To  my  astonishment  the  largest  group  were  Baptists  - twenty  per- 
cent of  those  present! 

Gordon  Lathrop’s  paper  may  represent  an  unfamiliar  starting-point 
for  many  members  of  my  faith  and  order,  and  it  remains  true  that  there 
are  some  who  will  want  the  journey  to  be  one-way  - rather  in  the  man- 
ner of  the  elderly  minister  who  said,  “You  worship  God  in  your  way. 
We’ll  worship  him  in  his.”  Nevertheless,  there  is  a move  among  many  to 
find  ways  in  which  we  can  acknowledge  the  validity  of  one  another’s 
baptism.  The  image  of  the  journey  in  which  baptism  is  the  programmatic 
ordo  is  very  helpful,  and  I believe  that  there  are  creative  possibilities 
here.  Whether  all  can  travel  this  road,  I do  not  know  - indeed,  I doubt  it 
- but  I am  content  to  try  and  I am  grateful  to  Gordon  Lathrop  for  this 
new  map.  Like  all  maps  it  will  need  revision  where  we  find  that  the  car- 
tographer has  diverged  from  the  geographical  realities,  but  that  is  not  an 
argument  against  map-making  or  trail-blazing. 

In  the  Priestly  account  of  the  creation  the  ruach  of  God  hovers  over 
the  waters  of  chaos  bringing  order.  In  the  Exodus  the  shekinah  of  God 
leads  the  people  through  the  Sea  of  Reeds  to  salvation  from  bondage. 
Baptism  is  the  place  of  our  new  creation,  the  journey  from  bondage  is 
mapped,  the  chaos  of  death  is  confronted  and  the  order  of  resurrection 
assumed.  Where  baptism  is  seen  as  a destination  rather  than  as  a point  of 
departure  we  have  got  it  wrong,  whoever  we  are.  The  1995  Church  of 
England  report  On  the  Way , drafted  in  large  measure  by  Michael  Vasey, 
echoes  this  stress  on  journey  and  pilgrimage  (also  found  in  the  Rite  of 
Christian  Initiation  of  Adults),  and  proposes  a catechetical  programme.10 
The  report  proposes  four  texts  which  might  shape  the  catechumenate:  the 
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Lord’s  prayer,  the  Apostles’  Creed,  Jesus’  summary  of  the  law  and  the 
Beatitudes.  Although  Baptists  have  been  hesitant  about  creeds,  my  own 
view  is  that  these  four  texts  would  provide  a useful  ecumenical  core  for 
the  task  of  catechetical  instruction  before  and  after  baptism. 

I look  forward  to  the  rest  of  the  conference  in  the  hope  that  we  will 
have  the  courage  to  journey  and  the  wisdom  to  journey  well.  Let  the 
water  speak:  “Jesus  is  Lord”,  it  will  say.  In  obedience,  let  us  walk  in 
newness  of  life  with  the  Word  made  flesh. 


NOTES 


1 Of  course,  many  of  those  who  baptize  infants  want  to  make  the  same  claim:  the  infants  they  bap- 
tize are  believers.  Baptists  have  difficulty  in  understanding  in  what  sense  infants  may  be  said  to 
believe.  In  the  course  of  the  consultation  at  Faverges,  we  agreed  that  the  phrase  “those  who  are 
able  to  answer  for  themselves”  better  describes  what  Baptists  want  to  assert. 

2 For  example,  a church  may  recognize  as  a Christian  someone  who  is  not  baptized  by  immersion. 
Such  a person  may  be  admitted  to  the  table,  but  not  to  the  membership  of  the  local  congrega- 
tion. The  church  is  rigorist  on  baptism  but  hospitable  at  the  table. 

3 This  process  found  classic  expression  in  G.R.  Beasley-Murray,  Baptism  in  the  New  Testament, 
London,  Macmillan,  1964. 

4 G.R.  Beasley-Murray,  “The  Problem  of  Infant  Baptism:  An  Exercise  in  Possibilities”,  in 
Festschrift  Giinter  Wagner,  Bern,  Peter  Lang,  1994. 

5 W.M.S.  West,  “Christian  Initiation  and  Church  Membership:  a Report”,  London,  Churches 
Together  in  England,  1996. 

6 Commentary  on  Isaiah,  ch.  40. 

7 Sermon  293,3. 

8 PS.  Fiddes,  ed.,  Reflections  on  the  Water:  Understanding  God  and  the  World  through  the  Bap- 
tism of  Believers,  Macon  GA,  Smith  & Helwys,  1996. 

9 Believing  and  Being  Baptized:  Baptism,  So-called  Re-baptism  and  Children  in  the  Church,  Did- 
cot,  Baptist  Union  of  Great  Britain,  1996. 

10  On  the  Way:  Towards  an  Integrated  Approach  to  Christian  Initiation,  London,  Church  House 
Publishing,  1995;  cf.  Rite  of  Christian  Initiation  of  Adults,  Chicago,  Liturgy  Training  Publica- 
tions, 1988. 
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A.  EXPERIENCES  FROM  THE  LIFE  OF  THE  CHURCHES 


Black  Africa  and  Baptismal  Rites 

F.  KABASELE  LUMBALA 


In  presenting  the  experience  of  African  churches  in  the  inculturation 
of  baptismal  rites,  I will  speak  about  the  Latin  Catholic  churches,  which 
I know  best.  The  rites  I shall  describe  are  not  yet  officially  recognized  by 
the  universal  church:  we  are  in  the  midst  of  a process  of  discernment  and 
the  status  of  new  liturgical  forms,  especially  where  they  are  different 
from  the  Western  tradition,  is  not  always  clear. 

Despite  this,  however,  the  African  churches  have  already  taken  sub- 
stantial steps  in  inculturation,  especially  with  regard  to  rites.  The 
eucharist,  which  was  already  approved  in  1988  with  compromises  on  the 
wording,  has  only  opened  the  door  to  other  sacraments. 

As  to  baptism,  I would  like  to  remind  you  that  the  process  followed 
by  the  church  fathers1  is  exactly  the  one  followed  by  African  communi- 
ties:2 they  try  to  talk  the  language  of  their  peoples  in  the  celebrations; 
they  read  the  lives  of  their  peoples  from  the  gospel  perspective  and  in  the 
light  of  the  Christian  message.  This  is  what  has  given  birth  to  new  ritu- 
als, symbols  and  gestures  in  comparison  with  the  ones  proposed  by  the 
Second  Vatican  Council. 

In  this  short  presentation,  I will  describe  only  two  baptismal  rites, 
situating  them  within  African  cultures  and  Christian  theology. 

Christian  initiation  of  adults 

In  Africa,  the  celebrations  of  Christian  initiation  as  the  ordo  presents 
them  to  us  raise  the  problem  of  intelligibility,  a problem  of  communica- 
tion. The  networks  to  which  black  Africa  seems  to  be  connected  in  so  far 
as  what  is  said  and  done  in  Christian  initiation  is  concerned  recall 
directly  the  signs  and  symbols  of  its  traditional  initiations.  In  what 
degree  can  these  signs  and  symbols  express  the  message  of  Christian  ini- 
tiation, and  how  can  these  celebrations  echo  the  lives  of  the  Africans? 
The  trial  rituals  initiated  here  and  there  in  black  Africa  seem  to  respond 
to  these  preoccupations.3 
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Our  first  illustration  comes  from  the  interior  of  Zaire,  more  precisely 
from  the  South  East.  The  final  stage  in  the  Christian  initiation  of  adults 
is  preferably  celebrated  during  Easter  Eve,  preceded  by  two  other  stages: 
first,  the  stage  during  which  the  catechumens  are  locked  up  for  a period 
of  asceticism  and  intense  prayer;  second,  the  stage  that  aims  at  opening 
the  mind  through  particular  instruction  and  some  practice.  On  Easter 
Eve,  after  the  readings  and  homily,  the  achievement  of  the  sacrament  is 
celebrated: 

- Proclamation  of  faith  and  renunciation  of  Satan. 

- Miming  death-resurrection:  the  candidates  are  told  to  lie  down  on 
mats;  they  are  covered  with  banana  leaves;  a penitence  or  mourning 
song  is  struck  up,  or  simply  silence  is  kept.  Then  the  priest  moves 
forward  holding  the  candidate’s  right  arm.  He  raises  it  shouting  in  a 
strong  voice:  “Christ  has  risen  from  the  tomb,  living  for  ever.  You 
too,  live  with  him,  rise.”  As  the  candidate  is  getting  up,  Psalm  117 
(118):  16-17  is  sung:  “The  right  hand  of  the  Lord  has  risen,  the  right 
hand  of  the  Lord  has  performed  a feat  of  strength.  No,  I shall  not  die, 
I shall  live  to  tell  the  Lord’s  works.” 

- Water  rite:  Water  is  poured  on  the  candidate’s  head  while  the  trini- 
tarian formula  is  recited,  and  incense  is  wafted  around  the  newly  bap- 
tized. 

- Conferring  the  new  name:  When  the  priest  asks  the  godfather  to  tell 
him  the  candidate’s  name,  the  godfather  answers  by  reciting  his  god- 
child’s genealogies,  at  the  end  of  which  he  pronounces  the  name  cho- 
sen for  baptism  as  the  “crowning”  of  his  identity.  Once  the  godfather 
has  finished,  the  priest  greets  the  newly  baptized  adult  in  a special 
way,  solemnly  pronouncing  his  new  name  aloud.  He  shakes  his  hand 
warmly.  The  name  is  no  longer  necessarily  a Western  Christian  name 
of  some  saint.  It  can  be  chosen  in  the  local  culture,  provided  that  it  is 
in  connection  with  God’s  gift.4 

- Godfather ’s  commitment:  The  priest  invites  the  godfather  to  commit 
himself  to  his  role  as  guide  in  the  godchild’s  faith.  The  godfather  then 
takes  hold  of  a tool  of  his  trade  (a  hoe  for  farmers,  a book  for  teach- 
ers or  office  workers,  a measuring  instrument  for  traders).  He  does  a 
dance  step  or  simply  walks  round  his  godchild,  then  comes  and  takes 
up  position  in  front  of  the  priest,  to  whom  he  holds  out  the  tool.  The 
priest  blesses  it,  informing  him  that  from  now  onwards  all  his  activ- 
ities will  have  to  proclaim  salvation  in  Christ. 

- Confirmation  ointment:  The  priest  lays  his  hands  on  the  baptized  per- 
son and  anoints  him  on  the  forehead. 

- Ointment  with  white  kaolin  ( white  clay):  The  priest  puts  some  white 
kaolin  on  the  candidate’s  arms,  cheeks  and  feet,  telling  him  he  is  a 
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new  being  with  new  status  in  the  church  and  wishing  him  fruitfulness 
and  prosperity  in  his  baptismal  commitment.  He  makes  him  pass  in 
front  of  the  congregation,  saying:  “Just  as  Christ  has  passed  from  this 
world  to  his  Father,  in  the  same  way  N.  has  passed  from  the  bondage 
of  sin  to  liberation,  from  death  to  life.  What  has  just  been  fulfilled  to 
him  is  what  we  have  to  live,  all  of  us  who  have  been  baptized.  Let  us 
applaud  N.  and  exult  with  jubilation.”  A song  of  joy  and  a hallelujah 
are  struck  up.  The  offerings  are  prepared  and  the  eucharist  takes 
place,  during  which  the  newly  baptized  will  accede  to  the  table  of  the 
Lord. 

In  our  Bantu  traditions,  initiation  is  a continuous  maturing  and  beget- 
ting process,  spread  over  the  whole  of  life.  It  consists  in  dying  to  oneself 
and  being  bom  again.  Lying  on  the  ground  or  in  a hole  and  then  getting 
up  again  is  a symbol  used  in  several  tribal  initiations.  Another  cultural 
element  concerns  the  name.  The  name  represents  the  person  - hence  the 
whole  long  ceremony  going  over  the  person’s  genealogy  to  finish  with 
the  Christian  name.  The  godfather’s  dance  around  the  godchild  is  a sign 
of  harmonization.  From  now  on  the  godfather’s  life  (his  trade  practice 
included)  has  to  be  in  harmony  (same  rhythm)  with  this  baptism,  with 
his  godchild’s  growth  in  faith. 

Baptism  of  infants 

The  second  example  is  baptism  of  infants.  The  problem  posed  in  the 
West  concerning  baptism  of  infants  as  not  in  harmony  with  the  theolog- 
ical understanding  of  baptism  as  the  sacrament  of  faith  and  adhesion  to 
Christ  is  more  or  less  resolved  in  Africa  by  understanding  baptism  as  a 
rite  of  harmonization  and  personal  growth,  which  are  able  to  occur  at  any 
age.  The  sin  of  Adam  and  Eve  has  introduced  disharmony  into  the  uni- 
verse and  disturbed  creation.  Our  sin  continues  to  disorient  creation  and 
introduce  disharmony  into  it.  Consequently,  the  Bantus  willingly  and 
fervently  welcome  rites  that  restore  harmony  in  life  and  in  the  person. 
And  there  are  many  such  rites  in  Bantu  traditions,  according  to  the  way 
in  which  children  are  bom  and  the  position  they  have  at  birth. 

Concerning  the  baptism  of  infants,  St  Augustine  said  that  since 
infants  have  been  injured  because  of  their  parents,  it  is  therefore  normal 
that  adults  present  them  to  the  doctor  so  that  they  may  be  cured.  With  the 
Bantus,  we  would  say:  the  adults  are  the  ones  who  provoke  disharmony 
in  the  universe  through  their  acts;  and  since  the  beings  influence  one 
another  like  communicating  vessels,  this  disharmony  strikes  the  children 
fatally.  That  is  why  baptism,  which  puts  things  back  in  place  and  re- 
orients them  towards  God  thanks  to  Christ,  restores  personal  harmony, 
which  is  essential  for  our  children’s  personal  completeness. 
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Here  is  a ritual  during  a eucharistic  celebration,  after  the  readings  and 

the  homily: 

- Welcoming:  The  priest  and  parents  make  the  sign  of  the  cross  on  the 
child. 

- Name  rite:  To  the  question  as  to  what  name  they  have  given  to  the 
child,  the  parents  answer  by  reciting  the  family  tree,  at  the  end  of 
which  they  pronounce  the  Christian  name,  as  if  to  indicate  that  bap- 
tism is  a matter  of  new  personal  fulfilment,  a new  stage  of  growing 
of  the  same  individual.  So  the  child  does  not  leave  its  family  at  bap- 
tism, but  the  latter  marks  a decisive  stage  in  its  personal  complete- 
ness. Beneath  this  we  can  discern  an  African  soteriology  and  ecclesi- 
ology:  “As  a baptized  African,  I do  not  move  from  my  village  by 
entering  the  church,  but  the  church  becomes  the  place  where  my  vil- 
lage acquires  new  dimensions.”  Salvation  in  Christ  makes  me  reach 
my  personal  completeness:  Jesus  is  the  source  and  the  end  of  my 
being. 

- Prayers  of  the  faithful 

- Blessing  of  the  water. 

- Laying  on  of  hands,  with  prayer  of  exorcism  and  calling  on  the  Holy 
Spirit. 

- Renunciation  of  Satan  and  profession  of  faith. 

- Baptismal  bath. 

- Royal  ointment,  with  words  indicating  that  the  baptized  child  has 
become  another  Christ,  priest,  king  and  pastor. 

- The  godfather ’s  commitment:  The  same  gestures  are  made  as  for  the 
rite  of  adults  - dancing  or  walking  round  his  godchild,  holding  out 
the  instruments  of  his  trade  for  the  blessing. 

- Anointing  with  white  kaolin:  The  same  gestures  and  formulas  as  for 
the  rite  of  adults,  to  symbolize  a desire  for  growth  and  radiance  of  the 
new  life.  It  should  be  noted  that  this  white  kaolin  rite  has  replaced  the 
lit  candle  and  the  white  garment.  This  colour  is  most  meaningful  in 
our  Bantu  traditions.  Here  it  evokes  the  crossing  of  a vital  threshold, 
a personal  maturity,  as  well  as  assuming  a role  in  society.  That  is  why 
it  is  given  to  the  newly  initiated,  the  newborn  children  during  the 
rites  of  restoring  harmony.  It  is  also  given  to  chiefs  who  make  an  offi- 
cial sortie  to  exercise  their  duties.  All  these  meanings  totally  cover 
the  symbolism  of  the  lit  candle  and  the  white  garment  of  the  official 
ritual. 

Conclusion 

The  rite  and  the  human  person  are  closely  bound:  a rite  cannot  be 

imported  from  one  culture  to  another  without  negotiation  and  re-arrange- 
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ments.  That  is  what  happened  during  the  first  centuries  of  the  church  in 
the  West  and  the  East.  That  is  what  is  happening  in  Africa  today.  The 
message  of  baptism  remains  the  same  as  the  one  emerging  from  the  New 
Testament;5  for  if  local  signs  are  used,  it  is  to  proclaim  not  the  local  cul- 
ture but  salvation  in  Jesus  Christ.  This  message,  however,  is  transmitted 
in  different  ways,  with  local  signs  and  symbols,  which  may  lead  to  other 
theological  accents,  for  it  is  the  incarnation  process  that  calls  for  it;  it  is 
the  truth  of  language  that  requires  it;  it  is  even  faithfulness  to  Christ’s 
message  that  postulates  it. 

A message  that  is  not  translated  into  a nation’s  cultural  fabric  is  not 
transmitted,  and  we  would  then  be  unfaithful  to  the  very  nature  of  Chris- 
tianity, religion  of  the  incarnated  Word. 


NOTES 

1 See  the  excellent  article  by  A.J.  Chupungco,  “Baptism  in  the  Early  Church  and  its  Cultural 
Settings”,  in  S.  Anita  Stauffer,  ed.,  Worship  and  Culture  in  Dialogue,  Geneva,  Lutheran  World 
Federation,  Department  of  Studies,  1994,  pp.39-56. 

2 See  Devenir  chretien  enAfrique  (Becoming  a Christian  in  Africa),  Koumi  encounter,  1972.  See 
also  Dilila  bimany  lou  bya  lupandu  (Ritual  of  the  Diocese  of  Mbujimay),  Kinshasa,  1996,  and 
my  book  Symbolique  bantu  et  symbolique  chretienne  (Bantu  Symbolism  and  Christian  Symbol- 
ism), Kinshasa,  Faculte  catholique  de  Kinshasa,  1991. 

3 See  Devenir  chretien  en  Afrique,  Koumi  encounter,  Bobo  Dioulasso,  1977;  Paques  africaines 
aujourd’hui  (African  Easter  Today),  Paris,  1989. 

4 Arrangement  made  by  the  episcopate  of  Zaire  after  the  suppression  of  Western  Christian  names 
by  the  regime  of  Mobuto  Sese  Seko  in  the  interest  of  the  policy  of  authenticity;  see  Eglise  au 
service  de  la  nation  zai'roise  (Church  in  the  Service  of  the  Zairean  Nation),  Brussels,  1972, 

p.210. 

5 See  the  good  summary  by  Gordon  W.  Lathrop,  “Baptism  in  the  New  Testament  and  its  Cultural 
Settings”,  in  Worship  and  Culture  in  Dialogue,  p.35. 
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Baptism  and  Confirmation 
in  the  Church  of  South  India 
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Baptism  and  eucharist  are  the  two  sacraments  accepted  in  the  Church 
of  South  India  (CSI).  However,  confirmation  is  necessary  to  take  part  in 
the  eucharist.  The  order  of  service  for  confirmation  is  called  “Order  of 
Service  for  the  Reception  of  Baptized  Persons  into  the  Full  Membership 
of  the  Church,  commonly  called  Confirmation”.1  The  title  itself  denotes 
that  confirmation  has  no  independent  position  without  baptism.  It  is  the 
affirmation  of  the  gift  of  the  Holy  Spirit  by  which  the  candidate  is 
assured  of  God’s  love,  being  God’s  child  until  the  day  of  redemption, 
and  is  empowered  for  a godly  life  in  this  world.  At  the  same  time  by  con- 
firmation a candidate  is  received  into  the  full  fellowship  of  the  church. 
The  candidate  also  accepts  Jesus  Christ  as  his  or  her  personal  saviour. 

In  1954  Canon  W.  Elphick  observed: 

The  CSI  confirmation  service  seems  to  us  to  be  much  more  effective  than 
any  Anglican  rite  because  it  makes  clear  to  the  candidates  what  are  their  main 
duties  as  grown-up  members  of  the  church,  both  lets  candidates  hear  read  the 
accounts  of  the  Laying-on  of  Hands  recorded  in  the  Acts  and  has  a welcome, 
at  the  end  of  the  service,  of  the  candidates  on  the  part  of  the  congregation  to 
make  them  realize  that  they  really  are  expected  to  share  in  the  grown-up-life 
and  duties  of  the  congregation.  At  the  same  time  the  central  acts  of  prayer  for 
the  coming  of  the  Holy  Spirit  and  the  Laying-on  of  Hands  are  as  strongly 
emphasized  as  they  are  in  the  Anglican  rite.2 

As  early  as  1923,  at  the  Pasumalai  negotiations  for  the  formation  of 
the  CSI,  confirmation  was  a matter  of  discussion.  One  commentator 
feared  an  effort  “of  relegate  what  the  apostolic  church  regarded  as  a nec- 
essary element  in  baptism,  as  the  special  symbol  and  effectual  sign  of  the 
gift  of  the  Holy  Ghost,  to  the  permanent  inferiority  of  a rite  which  ‘may 
be  administered...  in  any  congregation  which  desires  it’”.3  Against  this, 
confirmation  was  seen  as  a rite  which  naturally  follows  baptism,  and 
through  which  the  church  believes  that  a special  gift  of  the  Holy  Spirit 
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is  bestowed.  Confirmation  was  one  of  the  areas  where  consensus  was 
arrived  at  among  the  negotiating  churches  which  later  became  CSI. 

In  the  CSI  order  of  service  for  baptism  of  infants  the  following  ques- 
tion is  asked  of  the  parents:  “Will  you  encourage  him/her  later  to  be 
received  into  the  full  fellowship  of  the  church  by  confirmation;  so  that, 
established  in  faith  by  the  Holy  Spirit,  he/she  may  partake  of  the  Lord’s 
supper  and  go  forth  into  the  world  to  serve  God  faithfully  in  his  church?” 
The  answer  is,  “We  will,  God  being  our  helper.”4  Thus  on  the  occasion 
of  infant  baptism  the  CSI  liturgy  affirms  that  baptism  should  be  followed 
by  confirmation. 

In  the  order  of  service  for  confirmation  the  minister  says: 

In  your  baptism  you  were  received  into  the  fellowship  of  Christ  and  sealed 
as  members  of  the  family  and  household  of  God.  Now  you  come,  of  your  own 
choice,  to  ratify  the  solemn  covenant  then  made,  to  profess  your  faith  in  the 
Lord  Jesus,  to  consecrate  yourselves  to  him,  and  to  receive  the  gifts  which  he 
is  waiting  to  bestow.5 

In  the  case  of  believers’  baptism  (baptism  of  adults),  after  the  baptism 
the  minister  exhorts:  “and  encourage  them  to  attend  diligently  to  right 
instruction  in  God’s  holy  word,  and  so  to  prepare  themselves  for  confir- 
mation, that,  being  established  in  faith  by  the  Holy  Spirit,  they  may 
come  with  due  preparation  to  receive  the  Lord’s  supper”.6 

The  teaching  and  practice  of  the  CSI  is  that  confirmation  is  the  con- 
tinuation of  the  “mystical”  aspect  of  holy  baptism.  Both  baptism  and 
confirmation  are  acts  of  the  Holy  Spirit.  Therefore  they  are  not  two  dif- 
ferent sacraments.  In  the  prayer  of  confirmation  the  minister  says: 
“Almighty  God,  our  heavenly  Father,  who  by  holy  baptism  hast  received 
these  thy  children  into  thy  family:  Establish  them  in  faith,  we  beseech 
thee,  by  the  Holy  Spirit,  and  daily  increase  in  them  thy  manifold  gifts  of 
grace.”7  It  is  thus  affirmed  that  confirmation  is  continuation  of  the  sacra- 
ment of  baptism.  Confirmation  provides  an  opportunity  to  everyone  to 
grow  in  faith  and  to  affirm  it  publicly. 

Behind  the  practice  of  confirmation  is  the  intention  to  take  seriously 
1 Corinthians  2:28:  “Examine  yourselves,  and  only  then  eat  of  the  bread 
and  drink  of  the  cup.”  The  CSI  affirms  the  need  for  every  believer  to  be 
prepared  to  receive  the  “holy  mysteries”.  Acts  9:17-18  has  also  influ- 
enced the  practice  of  confirmation  in  the  CSI.  Thus  confirmation  is  done 
by  “laying  on  of  hands”.  The  minister  lays  his  hands  on  the  head  of  the 
candidate  and  prays  as  follows: 

Strengthen,  O Lord,  this  thy  child  with  thy  heavenly  grace,  that  he/she 
may  continue  thine  for  ever,  and  daily  increase  in  thy  Holy  Spirit,  until  he/she 
come  unto  thine  everlasting  kingdom.8 
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Also  the  concluding  prayer  says: 

Let  the  Holy  Spirit  ever  be  with  them;  and  so  lead  them  in  the  knowledge 
and  obedience  of  thy  word.9 

The  CSI  order  of  service  for  confirmation  has  three  parts:  (1)  affir- 
mation of  faith,  including  the  open  proclamation  that  the  candidate 
affirms  Jesus  Christ  as  his/her  personal  saviour  and  also  the  saviour  of 
the  world;  (2)  prayer  with  laying-on  of  hands;  (3)  acceptance  into  the  full 
membership  and  fellowship  of  the  church,  for  which  we  depend  on  the 
working  of  the  Holy  Spirit. 

Confirmation  makes  the  teaching  ministry  of  the  church  important. 
Baptized  members  of  the  church  are  given  instruction  in  the  Christian 
faith.  In  the  CSI  all  confirmed  members  are  called  to  a fresh  awareness 
about  this  role  in  life  as  participants  in  the  body  and  blood  of  Christ. 
They  are  called  to  understand  that: 

1.  Personal  faith  and  commitment  to  Christ  are  essential  to  continue 
within  the  “body  of  Christ”.  Everyone  is  incorporated  into  the  “body 
of  Christ”  at  the  time  of  baptism,  but  the  fullness  and  continuity 
depend  upon  life  with  Christ.  This  demands  the  acceptance  of  Jesus 
Christ  as  Lord  and  saviour  personally.  At  the  same  time,  the  candi- 
date is  helped  to  see  Jesus  as  the  saviour  of  the  world.  One  of  the 
questions  asked  in  the  CSI  order  of  service  is:  “Do  you  accept  the 
Lord  Jesus  Christ  as  your  personal  saviour  and  the  saviour  of  the 
world?”  The  faith  of  the  church  becomes  the  faith  of  each  individual 
member.  Corporate  affirmation  becomes  personal  acceptance. 

2.  A person  who  is  confirmed  is  not  a mere  spectator  in  the  church  and 
in  the  world.  He  or  she  is  a disciple  of  Christ.  There  were  many  peo- 
ple who  heard  of  Jesus;  but  only  a few  were  accepted  into  the  dis- 
cipleship.  The  person  who  is  confirmed  has  all  the  responsibilities  of 
a disciple  of  Jesus  Christ.  Thus  the  minister  asks:  “Do  you  acknowl- 
edge yourself  bound  to  confess  the  faith  of  Christ  crucified  and  risen, 
and  to  continue  as  his  faithful  servant  unto  your  life’s  end,  bearing 
witness  to  him  both  in  word  and  in  deed?”10  The  person  is  assured  of 
full  membership  and  participation  in  the  life  of  the  church. 

3.  A person  becomes  a full  member  of  the  church.  As  an  expression  of 
this  privilege  the  member  receives  the  body  and  blood  of  Christ.  At 
confirmation  the  candidate  promises  to  participate  in  the  Lord’s  sup- 
per in  fellowship  with  other  Christians. 

So,  according  to  the  practice  in  the  CSI,  confirmation  is  a very 
solemn  occasion  which  completes  what  has  begun  at  baptism  and  leads 
to  new  discipleship.  In  the  history  of  liturgy  this  combines  the  practices 
which  existed  in  different  traditions  which  joined  together  in  CSI. 
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THE  INCULTURATION  OF  BAPTISM 


A.  EXPERIENCES  FROM  THE  LIFE  OF  THE  CHURCHES 

Baptism  in  Asia  and  its 
Cultural  Settings 

The  Reformed  Experience  in  Korea 


CHANGBOK  CHUNG 

The  discussion  of  the  inculturation  of  the  liturgy  is  a rather  recent 
development  in  the  Protestant  churches  of  Korea,  for  reasons  which  will 
become  clear  as  I proceed.  But  before  I begin  my  reflections,  I must  indi- 
cate the  limits  of  how  I shall  address  this  topic.  I cannot  possibly  speak 
about  the  entirety  of  Asia,  nor  do  I dare  speak  for  all  the  churches  in 
Asia,  particularly  the  Roman  Catholic  Church,  since  ecumenical  con- 
versation in  my  own  country  is  still  in  a very  early  stage.  But  as  a Korean 
and  as  a Calvinist  I will  speak  about  the  cultural  context  of  Buddhism, 
Confucianism  and  Shamanism  as  they  have  formed  the  cultures  of 
China,  Japan  and  Korea. 

I must  also  underscore  that  I represent  a unique  form  of  the  Calvin- 
ist family  of  churches.  Presbyterianism  is  without  question  the  dominant 
form  of  Protestantism  in  Korea.  Its  origins  go  back  only  to  1884,  when 
the  first  Presbyterian  and  Methodist  missionaries  arrived.  It  has  been 
observed  that  the  dominance  of  the  Calvinist  religion  in  Korea  may  well 
have  to  do  with  its  striking  similarity  to  Confucianism  in  terms  of  respect 
for  intellectualism,  discipline  and  ethical  seriousness. 

Moreover,  it  must  be  acknowledged  that  the  phenomenon  of  a 
Calvinist  missionary  church  is  unusual.  Karl  Barth  has  remarked  on  the 
singular  lack  of  interest  in  mission  on  the  part  of  the  16th-century 
churches  of  the  Reformation.  And,  of  course,  in  the  case  of  Calvinist 
churches  one  must  take  into  account  the  effect  on  mission  of  the  theo- 
logical emphasis  on  the  doctrine  of  election.  This  was  precisely  the  issue 
that  convulsed  North  American  Calvinism  at  the  time  of  the  Great  Awak- 
ening and  the  preaching  of  Jonathan  Edwards.  So  the  early  Presbyterian 
missionaries,  deeply  influenced  by  the  scholasticism  of  Princeton,  were 
also  unusual  in  that  they  were  necessarily  committed  to  an  evangelistic 
approach  to  their  vocation.  This  must  be  bom  in  mind  when  considering 
cultural  adaptation  - or  its  absence.  In  a word,  Korea  was  neither 
Geneva,  nor  Edinburgh,  nor  Westminster,  nor  Philadelphia,  nor  Prince- 


46  Becoming  a Christian 


ton!  Further,  there  were  in  Korea  other  religions  which,  as  Father 
Chupungco  puts  it,  had  to  be  dealt  with  not  only  by  “silent  reproach”,  but 
more  seriously  by  “denunciation  or  protest”.1 

“Reinterpretation”  probably  did  not  strike  those  early  Presbyterians 
as  a feasible  option,  not  only  because  the  existing  Roman  Catholic  mis- 
sion had  already  taken  up  some  of  that  agenda,  but  also,  more  impor- 
tantly, because  19th-century  Presbyterians  had  very  little  cultic  tradition 
which  might  have  enabled  them  to  manage  such  an  option.  Remember 
that  the  first  attempt  at  a liturgical  book  in  US  Presbyterianism  was  the 
1905  Book  of  Common  Worship,  two  full  decades  after  the  initial 
Korean  mission.  And  Methodism  was  in  very  much  the  same  situation, 
having  in  1784  adopted,  but  then  forgotten,  Wesley’s  adaptation  of  the 
Anglican  Book  of  Common  Prayer.  Thus,  even  though,  as  Prof.  Lathrop 
affirms,  “Christian  liturgy  can  itself  be  regarded  as  an  instance  of  ‘cul- 
ture’”,2 the  early  Reformed  missionaries  found  themselves  confronting 
powerful  “cultures”  with  none  of  their  own,  except  Calvinistic  scholas- 
ticism and  an  evangelistic  message  based  on  the  Bible. 

The  sacramental  life  and  consciousness  of  19th-century  US  Presby- 
terianism was  minimal.  Initiatory  rites  were  limited  to  the  baptism  of  the 
infants  of  believers  (which  has  never  become  the  accepted  norm  in 
Korean  Presbyterianism),  the  catechetical  rhythms  of  Sunday  school  and 
preparation  for  admission  to  church  membership,  with  absolutely  no 
trace  of  a sacramental  rite  such  as  confirmation.  Further,  this  Presbyteri- 
anism knew  nothing  of  the  classic  Christian  calendar,  which  might  have 
provided  a “counter-culture”  to  that  of  the  prevailing  religions.  The  only 
annual  festival  these  missionaries  brought  with  them  to  Korea  was  not 
Christmas,  Easter  or  Pentecost,  but  the  US  Thanksgiving  festival,  which 
remains  to  this  day  the  virtually  central  annual  festival  of  the  churches 
(celebrated  on  the  third  Sunday  of  November).  And  this  is  in  spite  of  the 
fact  that  Koreans  have  a traditional  harvest  feast  ( Chusook ) - which 
obviously  had  to  be  rejected  because  its  ceremonies  involved  the  vener- 
ation of  ancestors  at  their  grave-sites. 

Response  - and  reaction 

Thus  Protestant  Christianity  came  to  Korea  as  a mix  of  evangelistic 
and  prophetic  impulses  which  had  to  resist  any  compromise  with  native 
beliefs  and  social  customs.  As  in  many  centuries  and  lands,  this  need  met 
a counter-force  in  persecution.  In  Korea  it  came  with  the  near-half  cen- 
tury of  Japanese  occupation,  which  sought  to  undermine  not  only  Chris- 
tianity but  also  much  of  native  Korean  history  and  culture.  Under  such 
circumstances  the  question  of  “inculturation”  becomes  both  complex 
and  challenging,  if  not  fearful  in  its  consequences  for  faith  and  life.  And 
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under  such  circumstances  the  sacramental  life  of  the  church  was  very 
difficult  to  define.  Out  of  pastoral  necessity,  the  Lord’s  supper  was  a rare 
occurrence,  and  baptism  was  administered  only  after  a lengthy  time  of 
training  and  preparation  of  believing  candidates,  thus  shifting  the  focus 
of  the  rite  from  incorporation  (as  with  infants)  to  conversion  (as  with 
believers).  This  effectively  broke  the  essential  link  between  the  two 
sacraments  (and  with  the  essential  reality  of  the  church  as  community) 
so  well  expressed  by  the  Reformed  scholar  Ronald  S.  Wallace:  “Baptism 
mainly  bears  witness  to  our  initiation  into  this  union  [with  Christ],  while 
the  Lord’s  supper  is  a sign  of  our  continuation  in  this  union”.3 

In  this  ecclesial  and  theological  context,  what  is  a Reformed  or 
Calvinist  church  to  make  of  baptism?  And  what  cultural  forms  or  mean- 
ings might  be  introduced  into  its  practice  which  speak  the  cultural  “lan- 
guage” while  not  compromising  the  Christian  character  of  baptism?  As 
many  of  our  churches  now  realize,  the  unquestioned  and  universal  prac- 
tice of  the  baptism  of  the  infant  children  of  believers  has  subjected  the 
sacrament  to  much  misuse  and  misunderstanding,  so  that  the  rite  has 
become  a sign  of  what  Dietrich  Bonhoeffer  called  “cheap  grace”  and, 
because  of  its  relationship  to  infants,  an  unfortunate  ritual  of  “naming” 
or  “christening”,  devoid  of  commitment  or  faith.  The  role  of  the  “wit- 
nessing” parents  and  church  congregation  has  given  way  to  empty 
answers  to  formal,  ritual  questions.  The  newly-published  Rites  for  the 
Christian  Initiation  of  Adults  in  the  Roman  Catholic  Church  and  many 
forms  for  the  baptism  of  adult  believers  all  testify  to  this  trend  in  sacra- 
mental theology.  This  of  course  only  reminds  us  of  the  early  intent  and 
forms  of  the  rite  as  found  in  the  first  few  centuries  of  the  church,  well 
attested  in  Father  Chupungco’s  article.4  The  early  churches  found  it 
important  to  use  the  rite  as  a clear  separation  of  the  baptizand  from  the 
prevailing  culture,  but  also  to  make  that  separation  clear  by  the  use  of 
contemporary  forms  which  were  already  understood  by  the  baptizands. 
The  same  need  arose  for  churches  in  Asian  contexts,  but  virtually  none 
of  that  ancient  liturgical  language  was  available  or  acceptable  to  our 
early  missioners.  What  were  they  to  do? 

For  the  first  time  in  the  Calvinist  family  of  churches,  baptism  had  to 
be  related  clearly  and  consciously  to  the  experience  of  conversion.  The 
congregation  with  its  officers,  lay  and  ordained,  and  its  discipline  of 
attendance  at  worship,  stewardship  and  evangelistic  mission  became  the 
“content”  of  the  baptismal  promises,  in  contrast  to  the  “received  rite”,  in 
which  promises  were  made  by  parents  concerning  the  “nurture  and 
admonition  of  the  Lord”  for  their  infant  children.  “Conversion”  had  to 
do  very  concretely  with  turning  away  from  the  old  religions  (and  often 
parents),  just  as  Cyril  of  Jerusalem  had  to  remind  his  baptizands  that 
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their  turning  from  west  to  east  had  solemn  significance.  It  is  thus  of  some 
interest  that  Korean  churches  have  historically  faced  the  same  theologi- 
cal questions  which  now  preoccupy  many  other  churches,  including  the 
Roman  Catholic  Church  as  it  considers  the  implications  of  the  Rite  for 
the  Christian  Initiation  of  Adults.  But  in  a Presbyterianism  virtually 
devoid  of  a liturgical  tradition  the  emphasis  had  to  fall  on  catechesis, 
personal  witnessing  and  the  discipline  of  attendance  at  worship.  Of 
course,  their  experience  of  worship  continued  to  be  more  evangelisti- 
cally  focused,  rather  than  (in  the  tradition  of  Cyril)  mystagogically. 
Inevitably,  this  led  to  a much  more  individualistic  sort  of  piety  in  con- 
trast to  a more  corporate,  “liturgical”  model. 

The  Asian  context 

The  cultural  problem  at  this  point  has  to  do  with  a central  fact  in  the 
Asian  religious  experience  - family  solidarity  over  many  generations. 
The  inter-generational  family  formed  what  in  many  ways  was  the  cor- 
porate and  liturgical  context  for  birth,  coming  of  age,  respect  for  author- 
ity and  commitment  to  the  care  of  the  elderly.  In  both  Buddhism  and 
Confucianism  these  realities  were  built  into  the  growth  and  training  of 
the  young,  but  the  particular  aspect  of  the  veneration  of  the  deceased  (in 
the  context  of  a Protestantism  which  had  very  little  feeling  for  the  “com- 
munion of  the  saints”)  posed  a problem  which,  in  Presbyterianism  at 
least,  has  only  been  partially  and  not  altogether  satisfactorily  addressed 
by  the  office  in  the  local  congregation  of  lay  “elders”,  who  hold  a role 
which  is  both  authoritative  and  liturgical. 

Until  quite  recently,  this  office  has  been  open  only  to  males,  which 
has  limited  the  effectiveness  of  its  familial  symbolism.  In  Korean 
churches  in  the  USA,  where  the  admittance  of  women  to  all  the  offices 
in  the  church  is  now  the  norm,  this  is  still  a problematic  issue.  Thus,  I 
would  suggest,  the  ways  in  which  the  early,  patristic  church  took  over 
both  Jewish  and  Graeco-Roman  models  for  initiation  into  the  church  as 
the  Christ-formed  family  were  not  available  in  the  Korean  context.  This 
problem  has  more  recently  been  addressed  by  the  use  of  a “confirma- 
tion” rite  for  those  baptized  in  infancy,  functioning  in  much  the  same 
way  as  the  baptism  of  believers,  with  emphasis  on  commitment  to  wit- 
nessing, stewardship  and  attendance  at  worship. 

This  development  - surprising  enough  in  a church  whose  theological 
ancestor  John  Calvin  denounced  confirmation  in  no  uncertain  terms5  - 
implies  that  we  need  to  think  more  carefully  about  the  theology  implicit 
in  baptizing  infants  - just  as  Karl  Barth  did  in  Volume  IV,  Part  4,  of  his 
Church  Dogmatics , and  just  as  John  Calvin  did  not,  obviously  in  the 
context  of  his  need  to  avoid  the  “errors”  of  Anabaptist  “enthusiasm”. 
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It  is  at  this  point  that  the  agenda  of  “inculturation”  comes  to  mind. 
Asian  cultures  and  religions  have  both  ritual  forms  and  “theologies”  for 
such  incorporation  of  young  children  (“believers”  into  a “family”).  So 
also  does  the  ancient  Christian  ritual  system,  with  its  “sign  language” 
and  “sponsorship”  of  catechumens.  The  issue  is  simply  whether  the  tra- 
ditional cultural  pattern  of  filial  piety,  with  its  associated  “virtues”  with 
regard  to  brothers  and  sisters,  husbands  and  wives,  and  “neighbours”, 
can  be  shifted  into  Christian  nurture  of  children  and  catechumens  by  way 
of  reference  to  Christ  as  Lord  and  God  as  Father? 

If  such  cultural  patterns  are  to  be  employed  with  regard  both  to 
infants  and  maturing  young  people,  it  will  be  doubly  important  that  the 
basic  baptismal  form  of  water  washing  and  trinitarian  formula  be 
retained.  Here,  too,  our  Presbyterian  custom  of  “sprinkling”  is  woefully 
inadequate.  Either  pouring  water  or  in  some  way  entering  a pool  or 
stream  are  quite  essential  for  any  use  of  the  sacrament,  precisely  in  order 
to  affirm  the  uniquely  Christian  character  of  the  rite.  Further,  the  use  of 
both  the  trinitarian  formula  and  the  biblical  reference  to  the  baptism  of 
Jesus  in  the  Jordan  needs  to  be  pre-eminent,  just  as  the  World  Council  of 
Churches’  document  on  Baptism,  Eucharist  and  Ministry  affirms.  It  will 
also  be  important  that  the  form  of  the  baptismal  rite  be  more  inclusive  of 
congregational  participation,  so  as  to  counter  the  problematic  cultural 
elements  of  such  rites.  This  is  being  suggested  in  many  of  the  renewed 
rites  of  many  churches,  by  performing  the  rite  with  sufficient  water,  in 
full  view  of  the  whole  congregation,  and  often  in  conjunction  with  a rite 
of  renewal  for  the  entire  congregation.  This  latter  practice,  if  done  at  the 
Easter  Vigil,  or  at  seasonally  significant  times  for  the  baptism  of  infants, 
might  well  be  the  liturgical  “key”  that  “unlocks”  the  mystery  of  the  bap- 
tism of  infants.  The  timing  of  such  a rite  might  well  be  related  to  the  bap- 
tism of  new  believers. 

In  conclusion,  I seek  the  considerable  wisdom  of  this  assembly  of 
scholars  from  all  over  the  world  to  assist  my  church  - and  others  in 
Korea  and  throughout  Asia  - to  find  a way  both  to  recover  the  church’s 
own  “culture”  of  worship  and  to  renew  in  ways  that  are  explicitly  Chris- 
tian the  cultural  forms  and  customs  which  our  people  know  and  revere. 
The  historic  divisions  of  Christianity  and  resulting  limitations  of  liturgi- 
cal practice  and  theology  have  been  very  unhelpful  and  even  destructive 
of  our  cherished  tradition  of  semper  reformanda.  I conclude  this  appeal 
by  citing  the  words  of  the  Second  Vatican  Council: 

The  church  has  existed  through  the  centuries  in  varying  circumstances  and 
has  utilized  the  resources  of  different  cultures  in  its  preaching  to  spread  and 
explain  the  message  of  Christ,  to  examine  and  understand  it  more  deeply  and 
to  express  it  more  perfectly  in  the  liturgy  and  in  various  aspects  of  the  life  of 
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the  faithful...  The  church...  can  enter  into  communion  with  different  forms  of 
culture,  merely  enriching  both  itself  and  the  cultures  themselves.6 


NOTES 

1 Anscar  J.  Chupungco,  “Baptism  in  the  Early  Church  and  its  Cultural  Settings”,  in  S.  Anita  Stauf- 
fer, ed.,  Worship  and  Culture  in  Dialogue,  Geneva,  Lutheran  World  Federation,  Department  of 
Studies,  1994,  p.41. 

2 Gordon  W.  Lathrop,  “Baptism  in  the  New  Testament  and  its  Cultural  Settings”,  in  ibid.,  p.17. 

3 R.S.  Wallace,  Calvin’s  Doctrine  of  the  Word  and  Sacrament,  Grand  Rapids,  Eerdmans,  1957, 
p.150. 

4 hoc.  cit.,  pp.39-56. 

5 Cf.  Institutes  of  the  Christian  Religion,  IV.4.4-13. 

6 Pastoral  Constitution  on  the  Church  in  the  Modem  World  ( Gaudium  et  Spes ),  para.  58. 


THE  INCULTURATION  OF  BAPTISM 


A.  EXPERIENCES  FROM  THE  LIFE  OF  THE  CHURCHES 


Baptism  in  Latin  America  and 
its  Cultural  Settings 

JACl  MARAS  CHIN 


The  concept  of  culture  at  the  end  of  the  20th  century  cannot  be  the 
same  as  that  of  the  early  church  as  found  in  Palestine,  Rome  and  in  the 
East.  Christian  rites  developed  in  relationship  to  very  definite  and  clear 
forms  of  symbolic  dimension.  As  the  church  was  in  the  making,  the  char- 
acter of  that  relationship  was  to  some  extent  original  and  seminal. 

The  church  itself  became  a “culture”  after  Constantine,  with  the 
assimilation  of  some  pagan  elements  which  were  “Christianized”  for  the 
sake  of  mission.  Baptism  and  eucharist,  as  the  chief  symbolic  and  sacra- 
mental elements  of  the  expression  of  the  faith,  developed  from  the 
preaching  of  the  gospel  to  different  cultures.  This  development  sprang 
from  dialogue,  interpretation  and  accommodation.  The  church  reflected 
the  mediaeval  world  through  two  symbolic  systems,  the  Western  and  the 
Eastern. 

The  Western  type  of  ecclesiology  was  brought  to  the  so-called  New 
World  without  any  criticism  or  adaptation  in  the  16th  century.  Columbus 
and  Cabral  were  navigators  at  the  service  of  their  kings  and  lords.  Find- 
ing America  was  for  them  like  discovering  a paradise:  a “nobody’s 
land”.  Imagine  what  it  was  to  arrive  on  those  shores  which  had  never 
been  dreamed  of  by  Europeans  or  by  anybody  else.  They  came  with  their 
priests  and  their  blessings.  They  brought  with  them  the  “culture  of  the 
church”  - and  why  not  plant  in  the  new  land  the  chief  of  their  symbols, 
the  cross,  just  as  the  astronauts  would  do  with  the  US  flag  centuries  later 
when  setting  foot  for  the  first  time  on  the  moon?  In  the  following 
decades  and  centuries  they  ignored  the  existing  cultural  symbols  and 
worked  to  impose  their  own  culture. 

And  they  succeeded.  If  you  visit  Latin  America,  from  Mexico  to 
Patagonia,  you  will  notice  the  remains  of  a dead  past.  You  will  certainly 
have  mixed  feelings  as  to  how  we  Europeans  could  have  devastated  the 
land  in  such  a terrible  way.  They  were  Aztecs,  Aymaras,  Tupis,  Incas  and 
Guaranis  among  many  others.  They  had  built  amazing  civilizations,  and 
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their  symbols  are  still  kept  in  museums  and  stones.  But  we  have 
destroyed  their  cultures. 

Now  we  ask,  what  has  happened  to  native  cultures  in  Latin  Amer- 
ica? What  is  the  meaning  of  “Latin  America”?  It  is  certainly  a melting 
pot.  The  few  who  remain  of  the  original  inhabitants  of  the  land  are 
powerless  and  landless.  Black  people  were  brought  from  Africa  as 
slaves.  Then,  the  Europeans  came:  Portuguese,  Spaniards,  Italians, 
Germans,  Polish,  Dutch  and  so  on;  more  recently,  Asians,  especially 
from  Japan  and  Korea.  Why  have  they  all  been  attracted  to  this  place? 
The  first  conquerors  thought  that  the  natives,  who  seemed  to  them  lazy 
and  immoral,  could  be  transformed  into  valuable  manpower  for  the 
sake  of  profit.  The  same  happened  with  the  African  slaves  who,  since 
being  captured  in  Africa,  led  until  recent  times  a life  of  suffering  and 
abomination.  The  church  they  represented  was  not  interested  in  sens- 
ing cultural  elements  present  in  the  new  land.  Baptism  and  eucharist 
were  considered  formal  truths  to  be  imposed  on  the  local  inhabitants 
for  the  sake  of  their  souls. 

Immigrants  tend  to  keep  their  own  original  traditions  and  symbols. 
Spanish  and  Italian  people  hold  strongly  to  their  own  form  of  Catholi- 
cism; Japanese  have  their  Buddhas;  Germans  still  venerate  Martin 
Luther.  Why  should  Latin  American  Calvinists  forget  Calvin,  or  Latin 
American  Anglicans  their  beloved  Book  of  Common  Prayer?  All  this,  of 
course,  is  very  much  related  to  the  alien  culture  which  they  hold  onto  as 
a kind  of  remembrance. 

What  is  baptism  in  Latin  America?  It  is  what  immigrants  think  it  is. 
Native  peoples  do  not  baptize,  though  they  may  live  by  rivers  or  by  the 
sea.  The  type  of  Catholicism  brought  to  Latin  America  was  very  super- 
stitious and  untheological.  This  of  course  has  given  to  baptism  a medic- 
inal feature.  Among  the  poor,  every  child  has  to  be  baptized  to  get  rid  of 
diseases  and  evil  spirits.  Baptists  brought  their  original  practices,  and  in 
Latin  America  they  baptize  in  rivers  or  by  the  sea.  Like  every  other  con- 
tinent, Latin  America  is  surrounded  by  water,  but  very  little  attention  has 
been  given  to  this  fact  in  relationship  to  baptism. 

In  spite  of  this  context,  many  Latin  Americans  are  concerned  with 
inculturation  in  liturgical  practice.  Our  cultural  experience  is  ambiguous 
and  complex.  Culture  for  us  is  much  more  than  “the  symbolic-expressive 
dimension  of  social  life”.1  There  is  not  in  Latin  America  a social  life,  but 
diverse  types  and  levels  of  social  life.  Should  I say  “classes”?  This  is 
marked  by  ideological  struggles  for  identity  and  justice.  The  presenta- 
tion of  the  46th  session  of  the  WCC’s  Graduate  School  of  Ecumenical 
Studies  in  Bossey  includes  a reminder  that  applies  vividly  to  our  situa- 
tion. It  recognizes: 
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the  establishment  of  a global  culture,  due  in  part  to  the  forces  of  modem  tech- 
nology, mass  media  and  the  market  economy.  Giving  the  illusion  of  uniting 
people  across  national  and  cultural  barriers,  it  in  fact  denies  the  identity  of  par- 
ticular cultures  and  destroys  their  values  when  they  seem  to  stand  in  the  way 
of  its  logic  of  capital,  know-how  and  power.  Therefore  the  very  nature  of  cul- 
ture is  questioned  as  ambivalent.  On  the  one  hand  it  holds  a community 
together  by  providing  people  with  a common  framework  of  meaning  and  ori- 
entation in  life.  On  the  other  it  contains  elements  that  enslave  and  degrade.2 

Culture  for  us  is  much  more  than  “the  symbolic-expressive  dimen- 
sion of  social  life”.  It  is  also  that  which  has  no  chance  of  being  expressed 
and,  therefore,  remains  silent,  invisible,  but  latent  in  the  many  levels  of 
society  as  a kind  of  want,  desire  or,  perhaps,  nothing.  This  is  very  simi- 
lar to  what  some  of  my  psycho-analyst  friends  would  call  the  “untold” 
in  the  narrative  of  a dream.  It  is  that  which  is  not  expressed  but  only  felt. 

How  can  we  baptize  in  such  a setting?  Christian  churches  (Roman 
Catholic,  Protestant  and  Orthodox)  follow  the  official  books  of  their 
mother  churches,  be  they  the  Vatican,  Geneva,  Leipzig,  Atlanta,  Canter- 
bury or  whatever...  The  inculturation  which  happened  earlier  remains  the 
same  today.  How  can  this  “void”  bring  some  elements  to  the  liturgical 
celebrations? 

The  “void”  is  still  there  in  the  refusal  in  many  churches  to  sing  as 
Latin  Americans  sing,  to  dance  their  dances,  to  use  the  colours  of  their 
dresses  and  of  their  local  feasts.  The  diverse  levels  of  the  official  culture 
do  not  like  their  “noises”. 


NOTES 

1 The  definition  adopted  by  Gordon  W.  Lathrop  in  his  essay  “Baptism  in  the  New  Testament  and 
its  Cultural  Settings”,  in  S.  Anita  Stauffer,  ed.,  Worship  and  Culture  in  Dialogue,  Geneva, 
Lutheran  World  Federation,  Department  for  Theology  and  Studies,  1994,  pp.  17-38. 

2 Programme  leaflet  published  by  the  Ecumenical  Institute,  Bossey,  1996. 


THE  IN CULTUR ATION  OF  BAPTISM 


B.  PROGRAMMATIC  REFLECTIONS 

Criteria  for  the  Inculturation  of  Baptism 

ANSCAR  J.  CHUPUNGCO 


Diversity  in  unity  is  a fitting  description  of  what  inculturation  aims 
to  achieve.  Normally  we  would  speak  of  unity  in  diversity,  but  incultur- 
ation works  the  other  way  around.  Because  it  is  premised  on  unity,  incul- 
turation does  not  bring  about  division.  However,  it  does  confer  on  unity 
a variety  of  expressions.  In  other  words,  the  diversity  produced  by  incul- 
turation does  not,  and  should  not,  impinge  on  unity. 

This  paper  addresses  in  two  parts  the  question  of  diversity  in  unity. 
The  first  part  deals  with  the  effect  of  inculturation  on  the  shape  of  Chris- 
tian baptism.  Inculturation  diversifies.  The  second  part  offers  criteria  for 
preserving  the  unity  of  churches  as  they  set  out  to  integrate  elements  of 
local  culture  into  the  rite  of  baptism.  Inculturation  is  grafted  on  unity. 

Implications  of  inculturation 

7.  For  Christian  worship  in  general 

As  the  church  stepped  out  of  the  Jewish  world  and  entered  into  con- 
tact with  the  civilization  of  the  Graeco-Roman  empire,  its  Jewish  form 
of  worship  gradually  but  steadily  gathered  new  elements  drawn  from  the 
culture  of  its  converts.  The  process  was  dictated  by  the  need  to  make  the 
liturgy  comprehensible  to  the  converts  and  closer  to  their  experience. 
From  the  start  the  Christian  liturgy  aimed  to  be  intelligible  by  its  noble 
simplicity  and  the  use  of  contemporary  language,  gestures  and  symbols. 

For  example,  it  neatly  distinguished  itself  from  the  current  mystery 
rites  which  were  veiled  in  ceremonies  and  formularies  that  often  eluded 
the  understanding  of  neophytes.  Besides  this,  however,  the  liturgy  pos- 
sesses an  inner  dynamism  that  drives  it  to  dialogue  with  culture.  Like  the 
gospel  it  preaches  and  celebrates,  the  liturgy  seeks  to  be  grafted  in  cul- 
ture. 

Dialogue  can  of  course  result  in  a counter-cultural  and  belligerent 
stance.  But  the  history  of  Christian  worship  assures  us  that  dialogue  can 
also  lead  to  integration  and  enrichment  or,  in  short,  to  inculturation. 
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The  integration  of  local  culture  into  Christian  worship  was  to  a large 
extent  responsible  for  the  variety  of  liturgical  shapes  which  gave  rise, 
from  as  early  as  the  3rd  century,  to  the  liturgical  families  in  East  and 
West.  In  most  cases  these  families  eventually  developed  into  the  phe- 
nomenon we  commonly  call  today  “particular  churches”  or  “commu- 
nions of  churches”.  Although  doctrinal  and  political  factors  also  con- 
tributed to  the  development  of  worship,  culture  had  much  to  do  with  the 
shaping  of  the  Antiochene  and  Alexandrian  families  in  the  East  as  well 
as  the  Roman  and  other  liturgies  in  the  West.  It  is  useful  to  note  that  the 
churches  in  East  and  West,  even  if  divided  in  doctrinal  and  political  per- 
suasion, have  continued  over  the  centuries  to  share  with  one  another 
their  anaphoras  and  liturgical  disciplines.  In  other  words,  the  process  of 
inculturation  which  diversified  the  shape  of  the  liturgy  did  not  produce 
in  its  wake  a total  segregation  of  churches. 

2.  For  the  rite  of  baptism  in  particular 

This  brings  us  to  the  question  of  baptism.  Today  there  is  a renewed 
interest  among  churches  in  various  parts  of  the  world  in  integrating  local 
rites  of  initiation  into  the  shape  of  Christian  baptism.  At  this  point  it 
might  be  helpful  to  define  terms  that  are  at  play  in  this  discussion. 

“Shape”  refers  to  the  outward  form  of  the  rite,  which  consists  of  the 
structure  or  plan  of  the  celebration,  of  formularies  like  the  prayer  texts 
and  readings,  of  actions  such  as  immersion,  hand-laying  and  anointing, 
and  of  the  material  elements  of  water,  oil,  garment  and  candle.  The  tra- 
ditional name  which  liturgical  documents  use  for  shape  is  ordo. 

The  shape  of  baptism  has  not  always  been  as  developed  as  we  know 
it  today.  In  the  New  Testament  the  description  of  the  rite  of  baptism  is 
confined  to  the  bare  essentials,  which  we  may  regard  as  the  core.  Eph- 
esians 5:26  simply  speaks  of  “washing  of  water  with  the  word”,  that  is, 
of  a rite  made  up  of  an  action  (washing),  a material  thing  (water)  and  a 
formulary  (word).  Romans  6:4  (“when  we  were  baptized  we  went  into  the 
tomb  with  him”)  and  Acts  8:38  (“Philip  and  the  eunuch  went  down  into 
the  water”)  allude  to  washing  by  immersion,  although  there  are  instances 
in  the  New  Testament  where  we  can  conjecture  another  mode  of  washing. 
On  the  other  hand,  Matthew  28:19  specifies  that  the  word  is  trinitarian, 
that  is,  “in  the  name  of  the  Father,  and  of  the  Son,  and  of  the  Holy  Spirit”. 

Through  contact  with  different  cultures  the  church  gathered  elements 
that  developed  the  core  or  original  shape  of  baptism.  We  may  say  that 
these  later  additions  explicitly  explained  and  ritually  elaborated  the 
apostolic  “washing  of  water  with  the  word”.  Thus  while  inculturation 
enriched  the  shape  through  integration  of  cultural  elements,  it  did  not 
eliminate  but  rather  enhanced  what  was  essential. 
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Descriptions  of  the  rite  of  baptism  in  the  3rd  and  4th  centuries 
already  include  the  following:  (1)  a catechumenate  of  at  least  three 
years,  consisting  of  moral  and  doctrinal  instructions,  prayers  and  exor- 
cisms; (2)  a rather  intricate  liturgical  celebration  made  up  of  one  pre- 
baptismal  and  two  post-baptismal  anointings,  renunciation  of  Satan  and 
commitment  to  Christ  as  the  candidate  turned  towards  west  and  east, 
prayer  over  the  baptismal  water,  immersion  accompanied  by  the  triple 
profession  of  faith  or  credal  formula,  vesting  in  white  robes,  handing  of 
a lighted  candle,  in  Milan  the  practice  of  washing  the  feet  of  the  newly 
baptized,  and  in  some  churches  the  cup  of  milk  and  honey  offered  to  the 
neophyte  at  the  eucharistic  communion;  (3)  for  eight  consecutive  days 
after  baptism  a mystagogical  instruction  normally  given  by  the  bishop  to 
neophytes  in  their  white  robes.  To  this  list  of  ritual  elements  we  add 
some  linguistic  items  that  the  church  borrowed  from  mystery  rites  (pho - 
tismos,  mystagogia,  initiatio ) and  from  current  lexicon  ( eiuratio , sacra- 
menti  testatio,  signaculum  fidei,  susceptio).  These  additives,  each  in  its 
way,  adorned  the  original  “washing  in  water  with  the  word”,  in  order  to 
bring  forth  the  meaning  of  the  rite. 

Not  all  of  the  foregoing  ritual  elaborations  survived  the  test  of  time. 
As  pastoral  needs  arose  and  cultural  climates  changed,  some  of  them 
were  discarded,  to  the  point  that  the  only  elements  considered  necessary 
- and  this  is  still  the  case  with  emergency  baptisms  - were  washing  with 
water  and  the  word,  in  short,  the  original  core  of  the  rite  of  baptism.  Still 
it  is  good  to  remember  that  it  has  not  been  the  tradition  of  the  church 
over  the  past  twenty  centuries  to  reduce  the  liturgy  to  the  essentials  of 
New  Testament  times.  The  development  of  the  ordo  of  baptism  in  the 
course  of  time  and  in  different  cultural  areas  is  sufficient  indication  that 
in  matters  of  ritual  we  humans  need  more  than  the  mere  essentials:  that 
while  the  core  of  the  Christian  ordo  must  be  preserved  faithfully,  it  often 
requires  cultural  elaboration  in  order  to  be  fully  understood. 

Another  term  to  be  clarified  is  “integration”,  which  is  the  heart  of 
inculturation.  We  may  define  integration  as  harmonious  assimilation. 
This  means  that  linguistic  elements,  gestures,  symbols  and  material 
things  which  are  related  to  the  initiatory  practices  of  a cultural  group  are 
introduced  into  the  rite  of  baptism.  With  this  they  interact  and  dialogue, 
in  order  to  test  whether  there  is  something  in  their  nature  which  incorri- 
gibly contradicts  the  teaching  of  the  gospel  and  whether  they  are  suitable 
expressions  of  Christian  baptism.  If  the  result  is  favourable,  they  are 
combined  with  the  rite  of  baptism  in  order  to  form  an  orderly,  congruous 
and  culturally  enriched  ordo.  Integration  can  come  about  in  two  ways, 
either  by  adding  new  elements  to  the  rite  or  by  re-expressing  actual  ele- 
ments of  the  rite  through  the  method  called  dynamic  equivalence. 
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Lastly,  we  need  to  review  the  cultural  components  that  interact,  dia- 
logue and  combine  with  the  baptismal  ordo.  These  are  values,  patterns 
and  institutions  that  form  part  of  the  system  of  initiation  in  a particular 
society.  Some  of  the  values  related  to  initiation  are  loyalty  to  clan  or 
society,  responsibility  for  its  well-being  and  growth,  and  respect  for  its 
tradition.  Patterns,  on  the  other  hand,  refer  to  the  typical  expressions  the 
group  uses  for  initiation.  The  answer  to  the  question  of  how  things  are 
typically  said  and  done  is  a good  gauge  to  determine  cultural  patterns. 
For  example,  how  are  initiates  addressed  in  words  and  gestures?  How 
are  they  welcomed  by  the  community?  Finally  institutions  are  ritual 
practices  established  by  tradition.  They  include  not  only  the  elements  of 
the  rite,  but  also  persons  and  roles,  time  and  place,  and  festivals  that 
might  accompany  initiation. 

Having  discussed  what  is  involved  when  a local  congregation  incul- 
turates  the  rite  of  baptism,  we  now  ask  what  are  the  implications  of  bap- 
tismal inculturation  for  the  unity  of  the  church. 

History  tells  us  that  inculturation  brings  about  diversity  in  the  shape 
of  the  liturgy.  One  implication  is  that  congregations  belonging  to  the 
same  communion  will  celebrate  baptism  differently  from  the  received  or 
typical  practice  of  their  communion.  It  can  happen,  for  example,  that 
Roman  Catholic  congregations  in  Zaire  - or  Brazil,  or  Korea  - will  adopt 
a form  of  baptismal  rite  that  has  perhaps  radically  modified  the  “typical 
edition”  issued  by  the  head  office  in  Rome.  Within  the  same  commu- 
nion, notable  differences  will  thus  emerge  in  local  practice  because  of 
differences  in  culture.  The  question  is  whether  cultural  variations  impair 
the  unity  of  churches. 

There  is  another  implication  for  the  unity  of  the  church.  It  may  well 
happen  that  congregations  belonging  to  different  communions  but  living 
in  the  same  cultural  milieu  will  adopt  from  their  locality  elements  which 
they  hold  in  common.  In  the  process,  because  of  the  integration  of  native 
culture,  they  will  adopt  a similar,  perhaps  even  identical,  shape  of  bap- 
tism. For  example,  we  can  envisage  a situation  in  which  Anglicans,  Pres- 
byterians, Roman  Catholics  and  Lutherans  develop  baptismal  rites  that 
are  similar  to  each  other  in  shape,  because  their  respective  congregations 
live  in  the  same  locality  and  share  the  same  cultural  traditions.  Evidently, 
this  presupposes  that  the  local  congregations  are  not  hostile  to  their  own 
culture  and  are  supportive  of  dialogue  between  Christian  worship  and 
culture. 

In  other  words,  while  inculturation  creates  diversity  within  the  same 
communion  whose  member  churches  are  spread  throughout  the  world,  it 
fosters  unity  among  various  local  congregations  regardless  of  their 
ecclesial  affiliations.  The  reason  is  because  inculturation  is  localization. 
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Its  chief  concern  is  to  localize  what  a congregation  has  received  from  the 
outside  source.  It  levels  local  differences  on  account  of  culture,  but  it 
accentuates  the  distance,  again  on  account  of  culture,  between  the  local 
congregation  and  the  communion  to  which  it  belongs. 

In  saying  this  we  should  not  overlook  the  basic  baptismal  unity  of  all 
Christian  churches:  they  all  acknowledge  one  baptism  for  the  remission 
of  sins  and  they  all  baptize  in  water  in  the  name  of  the  Blessed  Trinity. 
This  is  the  core  of  baptism  that  binds  all  who  profess  faith  in  Jesus 
Christ.  However,  this  type  of  unity  does  not  bar  diversity  in  the  way  we 
culturally  or  locally  give  shape  to  our  common  baptism.  We  should  add 
that  neither  does  diversity  encourage  the  inroads  of  division  among 
churches,  provided  of  course  that  inculturation  operates  within  the  para- 
meters of  unity. 

Criteria  for  inculturation 

The  framework  for  inculturation  is  diversity  in  unity.  As  long  as  cul- 
tures differ  from  each  other,  inculturation  will  foster  diversity  in  the  cel- 
ebration of  the  baptismal  ordo.  We  have  discussed  above  the  implica- 
tions of  diversity.  The  question  facing  us  now  is  how  churches  can  keep 
baptismal  unity  intact  across  the  cultural  diversity  of  local  rites.  The 
answer  is  that  there  must  be  criteria  or  rules  for  judging  the  suitability 
and  correctness  of  integrating  local  culture  into  the  rite  of  Christian  bap- 
tism. What  are  these  criteria? 

1 . The  foundational  criterion  is  absolute  fidelity  to  and  preservation 
of  the  core  of  the  baptismal  shape.  No  form  of  inculturated  baptism  can 
dispense  with  washing  in  water  and  the  invocation  of  the  Blessed  Trin- 
ity. This  is  the  point  of  departure  for  the  work  of  embellishing  the  rite 
through  cultural  dialogue  and  integration.  It  is  also  the  point  of  arrival, 
in  the  sense  that  everything  added  to  the  rite  is  meant  to  draw  attention 
to  the  core.  We  may  say  that  cultural  elements  are  integrated  into  the 
baptismal  ordo  not  merely  because  they  are  meaningful  and  relevant  to 
the  local  congregation,  but  above  all  because  they  are  able  to  illustrate 
the  core  of  baptism  with  catechetical  clarity. 

2.  This  leads  us  to  a second  criterion.  We  noted  earlier  that  over  a 
period  of  time  the  original  shape  or  core  of  the  baptismal  rite  developed 
through  the  assimilation  of  a great  many  cultural  practices  and  traditions. 
We  gathered  from  this  that  the  church,  in  response  to  pastoral  and  cul- 
tural needs,  took  minute  care  to  enrich  the  shape  of  baptism.  Should  this 
not  be  one  of  our  basic  liturgical  criteria,  namely  that  while  we  remain 
faithful  to  the  original  core,  we  should  not  thereby  ignore  the  twenty  cen- 
turies of  ritual  elaboration?  It  does  not  seem  consonant  with  the  church’s 
post-apostolic  tradition  to  reduce  the  baptismal  rite  to  the  bare  essentials 
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of  pouring  three  drops  of  water  on  the  head  of  the  candidate  while  the 
baptismal  formulary  is  recited.  Baptism  is  not  only  a celebration  of  faith: 
it  also  engages  humans  who  are  steeped  in  their  culture  and  traditions. 

The  foregoing  criterion  requires  that  our  work  of  inculturation  take 
into  account  the  full  ritual  shape  of  baptism.  Concretely,  this  involves  the 
following  ritual  items  obtaining  in  the  practice  of  a number  of  churches, 
though  in  varying  degrees  of  importance:  an  introductory  rite  to  wel- 
come and  name  the  candidate,  proclamation  of  the  word  of  God,  prayer 
over  the  water  (a  tradition  dating  from  the  3rd  century),  renunciation  and 
profession  of  faith,  baptismal  bath  with  a trinitarian  formulary,  and  some 
post-baptismal  symbols  like  anointing  (another  3rd-century  rite),  vesting 
and  handing  of  lighted  candles  (rites  introduced  in  the  4th  century). 
Respect  for  these  elements,  even  if  they  are  not  adopted,  can  draw 
churches  together  to  their  common  origin,  to  traditions  rooted  in  ages 
past.  Communing  with  the  past,  especially  in  such  a fundamental  matter 
as  baptism,  reassures  the  local  congregations,  wherever  and  whenever 
they  are  established,  that  they  come  from  long  ago  and  provides  them 
reason  to  claim  a venerable  origin. 

3.  The  third  criterion  concerns  the  celebration  itself,  which  includes 
the  following:  the  presence  of  the  Christian  community;  the  role  of  the 
minister,  parents  (in  the  case  of  infant  baptism)  and  sponsors;  the 
appointed  time  for  the  celebration;  and  the  use  of  the  liturgical  space  and 
environment.  It  is  not  possible  to  deal  here  with  these  elements  singly 
and  at  length.  Suffice  it  to  say  that  the  community  gathered  for  baptism 
represents  the  one  holy,  catholic  and  apostolic  church  into  which  the  can- 
didate is  admitted.  It  is  in  the  faith  of  this  church,  publicly  professed  by 
adult  candidates  or  by  parents  and  sponsors  on  behalf  of  the  infant,  that 
baptism  is  administered.  Thus  the  inculturation  of  baptism  should  not 
foster  tribal  allegiance  - though  this  is  often  at  the  heart  of  the  in- 
digenous rites  of  initiation  - but  communion  with  all  Christian  churches 
united  in  a common  baptism  and  present  here  and  now  in  the  assembled 
community. 

Furthermore  initiation  requires  ministration.  No  one  initiates  himself 
or  herself  into  a clan  or  tribe;  no  one  becomes  a Christian  without  the 
intervention  of  a minister.  In  normal  practice  the  minister  is  one  who  is 
recognized  by  the  church  as  the  leader  of  the  local  congregation,  or  as 
one  who  functions  on  behalf  of  the  church.  In  liturgical  tradition  the 
bishop  took  in  hand  the  admission  of  catechumens,  their  progress  or 
growth  in  the  faith,  their  initiation  through  the  rite  of  baptism  and  their 
post-baptismal  instruction.  In  short,  the  entire  process  of  becoming  a 
Christian  is  a responsibility  which  the  minister  of  baptism  must  bear.  In 
sociological  parlance,  the  role  of  the  minister  may  be  compared  to  the 


60  Becoming  a Christian 


task  of  tribal  leaders  who  “enculturate”  a person  into  the  ways  of  the 
tribe.  This  type  of  ministry  is  demanded  by  the  nature  of  initiation,  just 
as  a child’s  birth  and  growth  depend  upon  parenting.  This  is  a criterion 
which  any  human  society  is  able  to  appreciate. 

Closely  connected  with  the  role  of  parents  and  sponsors  is  the  nam- 
ing of  the  person  to  be  baptized.  One  might  ask,  what  is  in  a name?  The 
answer  is,  much.  Christians  are  given  a baptismal  name  by  which  God 
calls  them  as  daughters  and  sons  and  the  Christian  community  acknowl- 
edges their  baptism.  The  name  can  be  taken  from  the  traditional  list  of 
Christian  names  or  it  can  be  an  indigenous  name  which  is  traditional  in 
one’s  culture.  The  use  of  an  indigenous  name  can  become  a necessity  in 
places  where  traditional  Christian  names  are  so  inextricably  associated 
with  the  politics  of  the  West  that  they  tend  to  isolate  their  bearers  from 
the  rest  of  society.  On  the  other  hand,  there  are  people  who  object  to 
indigenous  names,  especially  when  they  evoke  false  worship,  because 
they  do  not  show  the  passage  of  the  baptized  from  the  old  to  the  new  dis- 
pensation. 

Two  other  elements  of  the  celebration  are  governed  by  criteria  relat- 
ing to  time  and  space.  Already  in  the  3rd  century,  as  witnessed  by  Ter- 
tullian  in  his  book  On  Baptism,  the  traditional  days  for  solemn  baptism 
were  Easter  and  Pentecost,  although  in  emergency  situations  any  day, 
any  hour,  was  considered  suitable.  In  more  recent  times  the  other  Sun- 
days of  the  year  began  to  share  something  of  the  eminence  of  Easter. 
There  are  authors  who  call  ordinary  Sunday  “little  Easter”.  Sunday  in 
fact  is  regarded  today  as  the  “original  feast  day”  of  the  Christian  people. 
It  is  difficult  to  miss  the  strong  symbolism  Sunday  confers  upon  the  cel- 
ebration of  baptism,  namely  new  creation  (Sunday  as  the  beginning  of 
cosmogony)  and  new  life  (Sunday  as  the  day  of  Christ’s  resurrection).  It 
is  useful  to  know  that  tribal  initiations  are  normally  timed  to  coincide 
with  festivals  and  seasons  of  the  year.  By  tradition  the  church  assigns 
baptism  to  Sunday,  especially  Easter  and  Pentecost,  because  Sunday 
embodies  every  feast  in  the  liturgical  year. 

Space  and  environment  are  other  equally  important  elements  of  bap- 
tismal celebration.  The  lst-century  document  called  Didache  speaks  of 
flowing  water  and  hence  of  rivers  and  streams.  By  the  3rd  century  we 
read  of  pools  or  fonts,  and  somewhat  later  of  baptistries.  Initiation,  espe- 
cially in  tribal  tradition,  is  done  in  places  set  apart  or  marked  for  the  pur- 
pose. Similarly,  Christians  are  as  a rule  not  re-born  in  water  and  the 
Spirit  anywhere  they  chance  to  be,  any  more  than  they  partake  of  the 
Lord’s  supper  wherever  they  happen  to  set  up  a table.  Suitable  space  and 
decorous  environment  are  criteria,  because  in  the  liturgy  God  encounters 
us  in  “God’s  holy  place”. 
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4.  The  fourth  criterion  relates  to  the  ritual  formularies  of  baptism.  A 
number  of  baptismal  texts  have  come  down  to  us  from  as  early  as  the 
3rd  century,  though  allusions  to  some  of  them  had  been  made  in  the 
2nd  century  by  Justin  Martyr  in  his  First  Apology.  The  mystery  rites 
which  flourished  before  the  4th  century  initiated  candidates  with  eso- 
teric formularies.  Tribal  initiations  also  use  them.  Christian  formularies 
were  never  meant  to  be  esoteric,  although  in  earlier  times  the  formula- 
ries for  baptism,  as  in  the  mystery  rites,  were  kept  secret  even  from  the 
catechumens.  This  was  by  virtue  of  the  disciplina  arcani  which 
reserved  the  “holy  things”  to  the  holy.  But  this  discipline  gradually  fell 
into  disuse  as  society  in  general  was  Christianized.  The  point  is  that 
baptismal  formularies  should  be  comprehensible  when  they  are  pro- 
claimed in  the  assembly,  and  they  should  be  able  to  announce  clearly 
to  the  world  the  counter-cultural  challenges  of  Christian  baptism.  Eso- 
teric formularies  found  in  some  tribal  initiatory  rites  do  not  serve  as 
models  for  baptism. 

There  are  several  important  baptismal  texts  which  can  be  regarded  as 
venerable  because  of  their  age.  One  is  the  formulary  for  the  renunciation 
of  the  devil  and  his  works  and  pompae.  This  latter  word,  which  is  some- 
what difficult  to  translate,  originally  referred  to  the  worship  of  idols 
which  were  carried  in  exuberant  procession.  There  may  be  situations  in 
which  pompae  can  be  rendered  best  by  “false  worship”,  which  is  defined 
as  the  cult  of  spiritual  powers,  the  superstitious  invocation  of  the  spirits 
of  the  dead  and  the  use  of  magical  arts  to  obtain  benefits.  The  formulary 
strongly  signifies  a radical  break  from  sinful  values  and  way  of  life.  In 
one  version  of  the  3rd-century  apostolic  tradition,  the  act  of  renunciation 
was  done  facing  the  west,  the  region  of  darkness,  after  which  the  candi- 
date turned  around  (the  symbol  of  metanoia  or  conversion)  to  face  the 
east,  the  region  of  light. 

Another  formulary  is  the  blessing  of  the  baptismal  water.  Tertullian 
gives  us  the  elements  of  the  blessing:  it  is  an  invocation  of  God  over  the 
water  in  order  that  the  Holy  Spirit  may  make  it  holy.  Once  sanctified  by 
the  presence  of  the  Holy  Spirit,  the  water  acquires  the  power  to  sanctify: 
it  becomes  a sacrament.  Other  formularies  are  the  creed,  which  until  the 
9th  century  was  used  in  the  Western  church  in  a triple  question-and- 
answer  form  as  the  baptismal  formulary;  the  actual  baptismal  formulary, 
which  in  its  declarative  form  accentuates  the  ministerial  role  of  the 
church;  and  the  words  that  accompany  the  actions  of  anointing  with 
chrism,  vesting  in  white  robe  or  other  suitable  colour  and  the  handing  of 
lighted  candles.  To  this  list  of  formularies  we  should  evidently  include 
those  biblical  texts  that  have  baptismal  content  or  message.  In  distant 
centuries  the  reading  of  the  word  of  God  was  a prominent  feature  of  the 
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rites  of  catechumenate.  In  recent  times  the  practice  has  become  an  inte- 
gral part  of  the  baptismal  ordo. 

The  fourth  criterion  then,  which  refers  to  baptismal  formularies,  may 
be  articulated  as  follows.  The  process  of  inculturation  should  take  as 
point  of  departure  the  understanding  the  church  has  of  the  sacrament  of 
baptism.  The  formularies,  some  of  which  date  from  very  early  times,  are 
normally  reliable  bearers  of  what  the  church  understands  and  communi- 
cates through  the  celebration.  Before  we  consider  creating  new  bap- 
tismal formularies  for  our  local  congregation,  we  should  prudently 
examine  what  has  traditionally  existed  and  what  is  still  kept  in  honour 
by  churches  in  other  parts  of  the  world.  In  this  way  inculturation  will  fos- 
ter unity  with  both  the  church’s  traditions  and  its  present  usages. 

5.  The  fifth  criterion  governs  the  area  of  baptismal  gestures  and  sym- 
bols. Tribal  initiations  are  a veritable  storehouse  of  powerful  gestures 
and  symbols.  In  the  process  of  inculturation  it  can  happen  that  these 
indigenous  elements  grab  the  lion’s  share  in  popular  interest  because  of 
their  dramatic,  flamboyant  and  colourful  appearance.  Thus  it  is  useful  to 
recall  that  the  primary  gesture  of  baptism  is  the  rather  simple  action  of 
“washing  in  water”.  However,  if  it  is  fully  performed  through  immer- 
sion, it  can  speak  with  power.  Patristic  writers  like  Ambrose  of  Milan 
equated  immersion  with  burial:  Christ  was  buried  in  the  tomb,  and  so 
Christians  are  immersed  in  the  water.  Although  the  1 st-century  Didache 
envisaged  affusion  in  places  where  water  was  scarce,  subsequent  liturgi- 
cal books  tended  to  give  preference  to  immersion,  even  if  just  as  a mat- 
ter of  lip  service. 

The  primary  symbol  of  baptism,  on  the  other  hand,  is  water.  Again 
the  Didache  tells  us  that  if  possible  the  water  should  be  flowing.  Flow- 
ing water  is  living  water,  and  this  symbol  graphically  illustrates  the 
meaning  of  baptism  as  a life-giving  sacrament.  In  those  many  cultures 
where  water  is  not  associated  with  initiation  rites,  its  symbolic  value 
might  not  be  fully  appreciated.  Perhaps  this  is  the  reason  why  patristic 
writers  and  liturgical  texts  insistently  recall  the  biblical  passages  con- 
cerning water  (the  water  of  creation,  the  deluge,  the  Sea  of  the  Reeds,  the 
water  from  the  rock,  the  Jordan  river  and  the  water  from  the  side  of 
Christ).  They  do  this  in  a bid  to  explain  through  biblical  typology  which 
water  is  used  for  the  sacrament  of  rebirth.  The  criterion  here  is  that  only 
those  indigenous  symbols  that  are  able  to  illustrate  the  meaning  of  bap- 
tismal water  should  be  admitted  into  the  ordo.  Otherwise  there  is  a real 
danger  that  they  will  push  aside  the  essential  baptismal  symbol  into  the 
periphery  of  the  rite. 

6.  A final  criterion  refers  to  the  use  of  dynamic  equivalence.  This  pre- 
ferred method  of  inculturation  is  a type  of  translation  in  which  the  con- 
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tent  or  message  of  a rite,  text  or  symbol  transmitted  from  one  people  is 
re-expressed  in  the  cultural  form  of  another.  Dynamic  equivalence  trans- 
mits the  content  by  substituting  a local  equivalent  for  the  original  form. 
Through  this  method  churches  the  world  over  remain  united  in  a com- 
mon understanding  of  the  message  of  the  baptismal  ordo.  However,  the 
form  bearing  this  shared  message  varies  according  to  the  culture  of  each 
locality.  The  method  of  dynamic  equivalence  can  be  used  to  great  advan- 
tage when  the  content  of  the  traditional  ordo  is  judged  to  be  timely,  but 
the  manner  in  which  it  is  expressed  is  not  consonant  with  the  local  cul- 
ture. For  example,  vesting  the  newly  baptized  in  a new  garment  speaks 
eloquently  of  acquired  Christian  dignity,  of  putting  on  Christ.  But  white 
does  not  speak  in  the  same  way  to  every  culture.  In  some  milieus  white 
is  the  colour  of  mourning. 

Conclusion 

Obviously  the  foregoing  baptismal  elements  and  the  criteria  govern- 
ing their  inculturation  do  not  all  possess  the  same  degree  of  importance. 
In  their  present  form  some  baptismal  elements  may  not  even  make  sense 
to  a given  group.  However,  they  all  relate  to  the  ideal  shape  of  the  bap- 
tismal ordo  with  the  full  complement  of  rites  and  symbols.  They  enhance 
in  various  ways  the  churches’  understanding  of  the  core  of  their  common 
baptism.  They  render  more  explicitly  what  is  merely  implicit  in  the  orig- 
inal “washing  in  water  with  the  word”.  Lastly,  they  prove  that  diversity 
in  unity  is  possible  to  achieve. 

To  sum  up,  inculturation  diversifies  the  shape  of  baptism  on  account 
of  cultural  demand.  This  it  does  on  the  broad  level  of  church  commu- 
nions. At  the  same  time,  however,  it  draws  local  congregations  belong- 
ing to  various  communions  closer  together  on  account  of  their  shared  or 
common  culture.  These  are  the  implications  of  inculturation  for  the  unity 
of  the  church. 

But  inculturation  also  fosters  unity  across  diversity.  This  it  does  by 
transmitting  faithfully  the  core  of  baptism  as  well  as  the  message  of  the 
traditional  rites  which  have  enriched  that  core  over  the  centuries.  In 
order  that  inculturation  does  not  break  the  unity  of  churches  in  the  core 
of  baptism  nor  weaken  their  communion  with  received  traditions,  certain 
criteria  need  to  be  invoked.  This  was  addressed  in  the  second  part  of  this 
paper. 
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BAPTISM  AND  ETHICS 


On  Baptism  and  the  Spirit 

The  Ethical  Significance  of  the  Marks  of  the  Church 

VIGEN  GUROIAN 


As  the  church  rounds  the  close  of  its  second  millennium,  Christians 
must  recapture  the  ecclesial  and  sacramental  character  of  Christian 
ethics.  They  must  see  clearly  once  more  that  their  ethics  belongs  to  the 
mystery  of  the  incarnation  and  the  redemptive  mission  of  the  church. 
They  must  see  afresh  that  their  ethics  issues  directly  from  their  adoption 
through  baptism  as  sons  and  daughters  of  God.  This  is  the  work  of  the 
Holy  Spirit,  as  the  Spirit  itself  is  present  within  the  sacrament  of  bap- 
tism. And  so,  Christian  ethics  is  also  a gift  of  the  Holy  Spirit,  and  the 
kingdom  of  God  is  the  proper  horizon  of  the  church’s  ethical  striving. 
Some  years  ago  I wrote  that  “baptism  is  where  reflection  upon  Christian 
ethics  ought  to  begin”.1  But  this  is  not  all  that  needs  to  be  said  about  the 
relation  of  baptism  and  Christian  ethics.  By  itself  such  a statement  might 
leave  the  impression  that  baptism  is  simply  a text  which  one  mines  when 
occasion  demands  in  order  to  engage  in  the  academic  activity  of  writing 
Christian  ethics;  whereas  baptism,  rightly  conceived,  is  a defining  and 
self-constitutive  practice  of  the  church  which  is  itself  the  wellspring  of 
the  church’s  ethics.  Baptism  gives  “birth”  to  Christian  ethics,  much  as  it 
gives  birth  to  new  Christians,  new  ecclesial  persons  and  the  church  itself, 
the  body  of  Christ  in  the  world. 

This  connection  between  baptism,  ethics  and  the  work  of  the  Holy 
Spirit  may  seem  obvious  once  it  has  been  stated.  But  it  is  an  insight  that 
has  been  lost  to  much  of  contemporary  Christian  ethics.  In  many  quar- 
ters this  forgetfulness  of  the  relation  of  ethics  to  sacrament  has  led  to  a 
confusion  of  Christian  ethics  with  other  human  ethics  grounded  solely 
in  reason.  An  impoverishment  of  pneumatology  also  lies  at  the  source 
of  this  crisis  in  Christian  ethics.  This  impoverishment  is  undoubtedly 
connected  with  the  autonomies  that  both  liturgical  theology  and  Chris- 
tian ethics  have  asserted  in  our  time.  The  two  disciplines  have  grown 
far  apart  from  each  other  and  rarely  are  engaged  in  serious  conversa- 
tion. 
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In  1982  an  ecumenical  landmark  was  achieved  within  world  ecu- 
menism when  the  Lima  statement  on  Baptism,  Eucharist  and  Ministry 
was  issued.  Through  the  commission  on  Faith  and  Order  of  the  World 
Council  of  Churches  a broad  spectrum  of  churches  agreed  on  common 
language  regarding  these  essential  characteristics  of  the  church  - bap- 
tism, eucharist  and  ministry.  The  BEM  statement  pushed  strongly  in  the 
direction  of  re-grounding  Christian  ethics  in  liturgy,  and  in  baptism  par- 
ticularly. It  properly  located  the  origin  of  Christian  ethics  in  baptism. 
Likewise,  it  rightly  identified  the  complete  act  of  baptism-chrismation- 
eucharist  as  a work  of  the  Holy  Spirit.  The  key  BEM  passage  reads  as 
follows: 

In  God’s  work  of  salvation,  the  paschal  mystery  of  Christ’s  death  and  res- 
urrection is  inseparably  linked  with  the  Pentecostal  gift  of  the  Holy  Spirit. 
Similarly,  participation  in  Christ’s  death  and  resurrection  is  inseparably  linked 
with  the  receiving  of  the  Spirit.  Baptism  in  its  full  meaning  signifies  and 
effects  both...  Christians  differ  in  their  understanding  as  to  where  the  sign  of 
the  Spirit  is  to  be  found...  All  agree  that  Christian  baptism  is  in  water  and  the 
Holy  Spirit  (Baptism,  para.  14). 

Unfortunately,  BEM’s  strong  insight  into  the  pneumatological  char- 
acter of  baptism  has  caused  hardly  a ripple  in  the  pond  of  Christian 
ethics.  So  it  is  with  an  eye  towards  remedying  this  absence  of  pneuma- 
tology  in  contemporary  Christian  ethics  that  I wish  to  discuss  the  bap- 
tismal origination  and  formation  of  Christian  ethics. 

A case  in  point 

Stanley  Hauerwas  is  perhaps  the  most  influential  Christian  ethicist  in 
the  English-speaking  world  today.  Not  surprisingly,  his  work  also  suffers 
from  a want  of  attention  to  pneumatology.  When  Hauerwas  addresses  the 
connection  of  sacraments  and  Christian  ethics,  his  neglect  of  the  Holy 
Spirit  is  conspicuous.  For  example,  Hauerwas  says  this  about  the  impor- 
tance of  baptism  in  the  ethical  life  of  Christians  and  the  church: 

The  sacraments  enact  the  story  of  Jesus  and,  thus,  form  a community  in  his 
image.  We  could  not  be  the  church  without  them.  For  the  story  of  Jesus  is  not 
simply  one  that  is  told:  it  must  be  enacted.  The  sacraments  are  means  crucial 
to  shaping  and  preparing  us  to  tell  and  hear  that  story.  Thus  baptism  is  that  rite 
of  initiation  necessary  for  us  to  become  part  of  Jesus’  death  and  resurrection. 
Through  baptism  we  do  not  simply  learn  the  story,  but  we  become  part  of  it.2 

One  should  not  underestimate  the  power  of  the  biblical  stories  in  the 
formation  of  the  Christian  life,  and  in  his  writings  Hauerwas  has  done 
everyone  a favour  in  reminding  them  of  this.  But  it  simply  does  not  suf- 
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fice  to  say  that  through  the  sacraments  persons  learn  and  become  a part 
of  a story.  Who  is  to  say  that  everyone  in  the  church  learns  even  the  bib- 
lical story  in  the  same  manner?  The  story  by  itself  does  not  have  the 
power  to  make  the  church  one  and  catholic.  This  unity  and  catholicity 
are  the  work  of  the  Holy  Spirit  acting  in  and  through  those  who  call  on 
the  name  of  Jesus  and  together  declare  him  Lord.  The  narrative  is  not  a 
substitute  for  the  Holy  Spirit,  and  baptism  in  the  Christian  faith  is  the  pri- 
mal act  through  which  human  beings  receive  the  gift  of  the  Holy  Spirit. 

By  baptism  the  sinful  self  is  renewed  and  becomes  a new  ecclesial 
being  with  the  seal  of  the  Holy  Spirit.  Henceforth,  this  new  Christian 
bears  the  church’s  marks  of  wholeness,  holiness,  catholicity  and  apos- 
tolicity.  Baptism  also  incorporates  the  person  into  the  mystical  body  of 
the  church,  which  itself  is  an  eschatological  vehicle  of  the  kingdom  of 
God.  The  church  owns  a powerful  story,  rooted  in  scripture,  which  it  per- 
petually recalls  through  liturgy  and  prayer.  However,  the  church  is  first 
in  the  order  of  salvation.  The  story  does  not  make  the  church  or  the 
Christian.  The  church  and  every  living  stone  that  comprises  it  makes, 
remembers,  rehearses,  proclaims  and  lives  this  story,  which  is  without 
beginning  or  end,  hidden  in  the  mystery  of  the  eternal  God  the  Father, 
Son  and  Holy  Spirit. 

The  church  must  call  upon  the  Holy  Spirit  by  name.  Short  of  this, 
Christian  ethics  fails  to  embody  and  express  the  whole  truth  of  the  faith 
and  to  bring  hope  into  a despairing  world.  The  Orthodox  baptismal 
prayers  dynamically  join  pneumatology  and  remembrance  as  the  church 
prepares  to  continue  Christ’s  own  redeeming  work  in  the  world.  They 
invoke  the  Holy  Spirit  to  come  down  at  each  and  every  baptism,  as  the 
Spirit  did  at  Jesus’  own  baptism  in  the  river  Jordan  and  at  Pentecost,  so 
as  to  effect  a radical  change  of  heart  and  mind  in  every  believer  and  help 
to  bring  about  the  kingdom  of  God. 

Christian  ethics  and  the  Holy  Spirit  in  the  Armenian  rite  of  holy 
baptism 

The  work  of  the  modern  ecumenical  movement  has  affirmed  all  of 
this,  and  yet,  as  I have  been  saying,  contemporary  Christian  ethics 
remains  largely  blind  and  deaf  to  its  significance.  In  the  vast  corpus  of 
Christian  rites  of  baptism,  few  are  as  pneumatologically  rich  as  the 
Armenian  rite  of  holy  baptism.  This  rite  of  my  own  church  contains  four 
hymns  to  the  Holy  Spirit,  which  appear  at  crucial  moments  within  it.  The 
second  in  the  sequence,  which  is  said  over  the  font  just  before  immer- 
sion, states  the  important  truth  that  the  Holy  Spirit  is  the  bringer  of  the 
“newness  of  life”  (Rom.  6:4).  The  hymn  contrasts  baptism  with  the 
birth-giving  of  Eve,  in  this  way  also  connecting  the  new  birth  through 
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baptism  with  Mary’s  conception  of  the  Son  of  God  by  the  Holy  Spirit. 
The  hymn  does  not  make  the  latter  connection  explicit  - indeed,  it  does 
not  mention  Mary.  However,  the  church  remembers  Eve  as  the  “first 
mother”  because  the  “second  mother”  is  Mary,  the  Mother  of  God,  the 
new  Eve.  Eve  is  the  mother  of  the  “old  man”  and  Mary  is  the  mother  of 
the  new  humanity  born  of  baptism  and  adopted  in  the  Spirit  as  sons  and 
daughters  of  God.  The  salient  verses  of  the  hymn  read  as  follows: 

This  day  the  sorrowful  and  nocturnal  travail  of  the  birth  of  the  first  mother 
has  been  loosed,  for  those  who  are  born  with  body  unto  death  and  corruption 
have  been  bom  again  by  the  Spirit  to  be  sons  of  light  of  the  heavenly  Father; 
and  therefore  we  bow  down  to  the  Father  in  spirit  and  truth.3 

This  is  just  one  example  of  the  pneumatological  riches  in  the  Armen- 
ian rite.  It  is  significant  also  because,  according  to  the  rite,  our  ethical 
charge  as  Christians  gains  intelligibility  only  from  the  perspective  of  this 
new  birth  and  adoption  as  sons  and  daughters  of  God  and  inheritors  of 
God’s  kingdom.  The  prayer  which  is  said  over  the  holy  oil  (chrism)  is 
even  more  explicit.  It  mentions  the  new  people,  the  new  spiritual  body, 
to  whom  the  newly  baptized  individual  henceforth  belongs:  “Blessed  art 
thou,  O Lord  God  almighty,  who  has  chosen  for  thyself  a new  people 
unto  priesthood  and  kingship  to  be  a holy  nation  and  thy  own  people.” 
Then  it  enumerates  the  virtues  that  the  Holy  Spirit  plants  within  each 
new  Christian.  These  gifts  (or  goods)  of  baptism  assist  the  Christian 
through  this  life  towards  “the  inheritance  of  the  state  of  the  saints  in  the 
light”.  The  rite  orders  these  goods  carefully.  The  first  that  is  named  is 
“holiness  of  spiritual  wisdom”.  This  may  be  interpreted  as  the  power  that 
the  Spirit  gives  to  see  the  saving  truth  and  apply  it  to  life.  Second  is  the 
“courage  to  struggle  and  triumph  over  the  Adversary”.  Evil  is  in  the 
world  - and  within  each  one  of  us  - and  has  to  be  confronted  as  such 
before  “turning”  to  the  task  of  wholly  conforming  oneself  to  the  pattern 
of  Christ’s  own  life.  Faith  needs  courage  to  wage  this  spiritual  struggle. 
The  third  good  is  the  “strength  to  keep  the  commandments  that  enjoin 
virtuous  deeds”.  This  strength  comprises  such  virtues  as  patience  and 
perseverance.  Finally,  there  is  the  “perfect  discipline”  to  “honour”  and 
glorify  the  Holy  Trinity.4  This  prayer  articulates  an  ethic  for  the  church, 
an  ecclesial  ethic,  and  it  makes  our  forgetfulness  of  baptism  as  the  well- 
spring  of  Christian  ethics  seem  that  much  more  strange. 

Baptism  and  the  Spirit 

But  I have  jumped  ahead  of  myself.  I must  return  to  my  central 
thread,  which  is  the  specific  question  about  pneumatology  and  ethics, 
and  reserve  for  later  some  comments  about  baptism  and  ethics  and  the 
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new  ecclesial  person  that  is  bom  within  the  baptismal  waters.  The  text  of 
Romans  6 is  a centrepiece  in  all  the  Eastern  rites  of  baptism  and  most 
Western  rites  as  well.  In  this  letter,  the  apostle  declares  that  all  Christians 
are  baptized  into  Christ’s  death  and  resurrection,  “so  that  we  too  might 
walk  in  the  newness  of  life”  (Rom.  6:4).  The  church  distinguishes  its 
baptism  from  the  baptism  of  John  the  Forerunner  in  the  important  regard 
that  John’s  baptism  was  purely  of  water  for  the  repentance  and  remission 
of  sins,  whereas  baptism  in  and  with  Christ  through  water  and  Spirit  is 
a mystical  and  eschatological  passage  with  Christ  through  death  into  the 
new  life  of  the  kingdom.  Christologically  speaking,  this  new  kind  of 
baptism  is  the  church’s  principal  expression  of  following  Christ  obedi- 
ently in  conformity  to  his  perfected  humanity. 

Baptism  and  Christian  ethics  begin  with  the  renunciation  of  Satan 
and  a penitent  turning  from  our  fallen  and  discordant  existence  to  a new 
way  of  holiness  and  peace  patterned  after  Christ’s  relationship  to  the 
Father.  But  baptism  and  Christian  ethics  entail  even  more.  A merely 
christological  Christian  ethics  can  err  in  several  ways.  For  example,  on 
the  one  hand,  it  can  lapse  into  a totalistic  belonging  to  the  body  under  the 
strict  regime  of  law  or  ecclesiastical  authority;  on  the  other  hand,  it 
might  express  itself,  as  in  certain  forms  of  liberal  Protestantism,  as  an 
individualistic  ethic  of  imitating  the  example  of  the  ethical  man  named 
Jesus.  But  if  we  take  the  lead  of  scripture,  we  are  able  to  avoid  these  mis- 
takes and  recapture  the  role  of  the  Holy  Spirit  in  Christian  living.  Once 
more  the  distinction  between  the  baptism  of  Jesus  and  that  of  John  is 
important.  Only  in  the  former  is  the  Holy  Spirit  present,  transforming  the 
“old  humanity”  into  the  “new”.  The  Acts  of  the  Apostles  relates  that  on 
Paul’s  first  visit  to  Ephesus,  he  encountered  several  disciples  whose 
understanding  of  baptism  was  indeed  limited  to  the  influence  of  John  the 
Baptist.  Luke  continues: 

He  [Paul]  said  to  them,  “Did  you  receive  the  Holy  Spirit  when  you  became 
believers?”  They  replied,  “No,  we  have  not  even  heard  that  there  is  a Holy 
Spirit.”  Then  he  said,  “Into  what  then  were  you  baptized?”  They  answered, 
“Into  John’s  baptism.”  Paul  said,  “John  baptized  with  the  baptism  of  repen- 
tance, telling  the  people  to  believe  in  the  one  who  was  to  come  after  him,  that 
is,  in  Jesus.”  On  hearing  this,  they  were  baptized  in  the  name  of  the  Lord  Jesus 
Christ.  When  Paul  had  laid  his  hands  on  them,  the  Holy  Spirit  came  upon 
them...  (Acts  19:2-6). 

So  Christian  baptism  is  baptism  under  the  sign  of  the  cross  and  of  the 
Holy  Spirit.  A truly  trinitarian  Christian  ethic  acknowledges  and  reflects 
this  pneumatological  character  of  baptism.  Centring  Christian  ethics 
eucharistically,  as  some  have  suggested,  is  not  sufficient  to  recover  this 
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pneumatological  dimension.  The  church  constantly  needs  to  recollect  the 
coming  of  the  Spirit  in  the  washing  with  water  and  anointing  with  oil. 
Baptism  and  its  perpetual  recollection  is  essential,  as  is  reflected  in  the 
communion  prayer  of  the  divine  liturgy  of  the  Armenian  church.  The 
prayer  addresses  the  Father,  “who  hast  called  us  by  the  name  of  thine 
Only-begotten  and  hast  enlightened  us  through  the  baptism  of  the  spiri- 
tual font”  and  asks  him  to  “impress  upon  us  the  graces  of  the  Holy  Spirit, 
as  thou  didst  upon  the  holy  apostles,  who  tasted  thereof  and  became 
cleansers  of  the  whole  world”.5  It  is  true  that  “Christ  is  sufficient”,  but 
only  because  he  himself  is  obedient  to  the  Father  and  does  his  will  in  all 
things  and  because  he  gives  us  the  gift  of  his  Holy  Spirit.  In  the  gospel 
of  St  John,  Christ  says:  “He  [the  Father]  will  glorify  me,  because  he  will 
take  what  is  mine  and  declare  it  to  you.  All  that  the  Father  has  is  mine. 
For  this  reason  I said  that  he  will  take  what  is  mine  and  declare  it  to  you” 
(John  16:14-15). 

In  its  strong  pneumatological  awareness,  the  Orthodox  tradition  under- 
stands chrismation  as  the  completion  of  baptism.  Baptism  is  itself  epi- 
cletic;  but  chrismation  is  the  completion  of  that  action  of  the  Spirit  in  bap- 
tism which  launches  each  new  Christian  into  the  world  for  holy  service. 
The  Holy  Spirit’s  work  does  not  halt  with  baptism  and  wait  for  our  next 
move.  It  continues  to  the  logical  conclusion,  in  which  the  Holy  Spirit 
comes  on  the  person  as  total  gift,  a personal  Pentecost  that  is  quite  distinct 
from  baptism  and  yet  is  also  its  completion,  its  fulfillment.  Just  as  the 
Holy  Spirit  at  Pentecost  prepared  the  apostles  to  go  out  all  over  the  world 
and  pursue  the  calling  of  their  own  baptisms,  so  by  being  anointed  with 
the  oil  every  new  Christian  is  readied  to  do  the  same.  “It  is  the  seal”,  writes 
Alexander  Schmemann,  “that  preserves  and  defends  in  us  the  precious 
content  and  its  fragrance;  it  is  the  sign  of  our  high  and  unique  calling.”6 

Baptism,  ethics  and  the  marks  of  the  church 

I have  said  that  a new  ecclesial  person  is  born  by  baptism  of  water 
and  the  Spirit.  This  is  a mystery  that  transcends  empirical  and  biological 
categories  of  individuality.  Baptism  not  only  reveals  anew  what  scripture 
already  reports,  that  the  human  being  is  created  in  the  image  and  the  like- 
ness of  God.  It  also  commences  a process  by  which  the  image  of  God  is 
in  fact  fully  restored  in  each  person,  by  virtue  of  God’s  own  accom- 
plishment of  this  for  us  through  the  incarnate  Word.  The  14th-century 
Byzantine  theologian  Nicholas  Cabasilas  comments  on  these  mystical 
and  ethical  effects  of  the  rite: 

When  we  come  up  from  the  water  we  bear  the  Saviour  upon  our  souls,  on  our 

heads,  on  our  eyes,  in  our  very  inward  parts,  on  all  our  members  - Him  who 
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is  pure  from  sin,  free  from  corruption,  just  as  he  was  when  he  rose  again  and 

appeared  to  his  disciples.7 

The  contemporary  Orthodox  theologian  John  Zizioulas  has  stated 
that  the  spiritual  birth  in  the  baptismal  font  constitutes  the  appearance  of 
an  ecclesial  hypostasis  (person),  which  is  “a  new  mode  of  existence”, 
replacing  the  biological  hypostasis  that  is  in  bondage  to  the  law  of  sin 
and  subject  to  corruptible  death.  Baptism  effects  this  change  in  the  per- 
son immediately  as  well  as  proleptically,  as  this  new  mode  of  existence 
begins  to  grow  and  assimilate  the  old  Adam  into  the  new.  1 Peter  1:3-4 
describes  this:  “By  his  [the  Father’s]  great  mercy,  he  has  given  us  a new 
birth  into  a living  hope  through  the  resurrection  of  Jesus  Christ  from  the 
dead,  and  into  an  inheritance  that  is  imperishable,  undefiled  and  unfad- 
ing, kept  in  heaven  for  you.”  The  completion  of  this  process  remains  hid- 
den in  the  mystery  of  God’s  own  freedom  and  love.  Nevertheless,  it  is  an 
ascetical  undertaking  that  we  are  called  to  here  and  now.  Our  complete 
rebirth  and  reconstitution  into  new  ecclesial  beings  is  contingent  on  con- 
stantly putting  to  death  our  old  selfish  selves  for  the  love  of  God. 

Baptism  and  the  ecclesial  character  of  Christian  ethics 

Let  me  return  to  a claim  I made  at  the  start  - that  through  baptism  the 
church  itself  is  being  bom  into  the  world.  The  church  is  bom  and 
renewed  every  time  a new  Christian  is  made;  and  by  anointing  with  oil 
the  Holy  Spirit  also  confers  all  the  essential  marks  of  the  church  on  that 
new  Christian  as  gift  and  as  calling.  The  church  is  one,  holy,  catholic  and 
apostolic  because  through  baptism  the  Spirit  brings  into  existence  whole, 
holy,  catholic  and  apostolic  persons.  Again  this  is  not  an  instantaneous 
or  in  any  sense  magical  occurrence.  The  seed  is  sown  with  all  its  poten- 
tial to  grow  into  a healthy  plant.  The  plant,  however,  must  be  nurtured 
and  cultivated  so  that  it  will  bear  fruit.  St  Paul  advised  the  Christians  of 
Corinth  that  when  a man  joins  himself  to  a prostitute  he  becomes  united 
with  her  flesh.  The  archetype  of  personal  union  which  this  act  perverts 
is  the  unity  achieved  by  adherence  to  Christ  performed  and  accom- 
plished through  baptism.  The  essence  of  the  unity  of  the  church  is  each 
new  Christian’s  adherence  to  Christ.  In  like  manner,  the  church  is  also 
holy.  Yet  it  is  holy  only  because  the  Spirit  fills  each  new  Christian  at  bap- 
tism and  will  not  depart  so  long  as  the  Spirit  is  welcomed.  Indeed,  what 
good  is  a body  united  and  one  if  it  is  not  also  holy?  The  Armenian  prayer 
of  chrismation  speaks  of  the  person  as  “sanctified...,  in  the  truth  and  in 
the  light  of  the  grace  of  the  Holy  Spirit,  so  that  he  [or  she]  may  be  a tem- 
ple and  a dwelling  of  thy  Godhead  and  may  be  able  to  walk  in  all  ways 
of  righteousness”.8  Ethically  speaking,  the  holiness  of  the  church  is  a gift 
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and  also  an  ascetical  undertaking  of  love,  love  that  gives  itself  up  even 
to  death  so  that  the  other  might  live  and  be  together  with  all  in  God  and 
his  kingdom. 

The  church  is  catholic.  It  is  catholic  because  through  baptism  a new 
ecclesial  way  of  being  human  is  brought  into  existence  which  transcends 
every  difference  of  race,  culture,  social  status,  and  sex.  Thus,  St  Paul 
writes: 


For  in  Christ  Jesus  you  are  all  children  of  God  through  faith.  As  many  of 
you  as  were  baptized  into  Christ  have  clothed  yourselves  with  Christ.  There  is 
no  longer  Jew  or  Greek,  there  is  no  longer  slave  or  free,  there  is  no  longer  male 
and  female,  for  all  of  you  are  one  in  Christ  (Gal.  3:26-28). 

Catholicity,  however,  is  neither  mere  universality  nor  multicultural- 
ity.  In  the  first  instance  it  is  something  not  external  but  interior.  It  is 
Christ  through  the  Holy  Spirit  abiding  within  the  person.  Catholicity 
concerns  truth.  It  is  the  inward  confirmation  of  the  truth  of  salvation  in 
Jesus  Christ.  This  truth  is  given  to  every  baptized  Christian  by  the  Spirit. 
All  the  virtues  that  are  conferred  by  baptism  and  learned  and  practised 
through  a life-long  living  and  dying  in  Christ  ought  to  serve  this  truth  of 
salvation,  and  not  the  reverse.  Whether  this  truth  takes  root  and  grows 
into  catholic  consciousness,  however,  depends  on  the  nourishment  and 
support  of  all  who  bear  that  truth  within  the  community  of  the  faithful. 

In  the  Armenian  prayer  of  chrismation,  God,  who  is  described  as 
great  and  eternal  and  “knowing]  all  secrets”,  and  who  is  “holy  and 
dwellest  in  the  saints”,  is  also  named  as  the  one  who  grants  “the  knowl- 
edge of  thy  truth  to  all  them  that  believe  in  thee”  giving  “them  the  right 
to  be  sons  of  God  through  regeneration  of  water  and  spirit”.9  This 
describes  the  birth  of  the  catholic  mind  of  the  church  within  each  bap- 
tized person.  It  can  be  no  other  way.  It  is  not  the  church  as  a human  insti- 
tution that  gives  the  truth  but  God  acting  through  the  Spirit  granting  to 
each  new  Christian  this  truth  through  baptism.  This  truth  is  profoundly 
personal  and  yet  it  is  also  powerless  unless  shared  and  communicated  by 
the  entire  community  of  faith. 

And  finally  there  is  apostolicity.  Apostolicity  is  both  the  handing  on 
of  tradition  and  the  mission  of  the  church  into  the  world.  The  ethical 
force  of  this  hardly  needs  to  be  described.  At  the  close  of  the  gospel  of 
St  Matthew  Jesus  gives  his  great  commission  to  the  apostles:  “Go  there- 
fore and  make  disciples  of  all  nations,  baptize  them  in  the  name  of  the 
Father  and  the  Son  and  of  the  Holy  Spirit.”  This  is  the  summation  of  all 
Christian  ethics.  For  I do  not  think  that  there  can  possibly  be  Christian 
ethics  unless  there  is  mission  and  conversion.  Yet  even  this  apostolicity, 
this  spirit  of  mission,  first  has  to  be  born  freely  within  the  ecclesial  bap- 
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tized  person.  It  is  never  an  obligation  imposed  by  the  church  upon  the 
individual.  The  Holy  Spirit  must  be  active  in  each  person,  making  that 
person  free  so  that  the  church  is  apostolic  as  well,  inspired  to  preach  the 
gospel  of  salvation  to  all  peoples.  St  John  records  that  “Jesus  said  [to  the 
disciples]...,  ‘Peace  be  with  you.  As  the  Father  has  sent  me,  so  I send 
you’”.  But  let  us  not  forget  what  Christ  then  also  did.  When  he  had  said 
this  he  breathed  on  them  and  said  to  them,  ‘Receive  the  Holy  Spirit’” 
(John  20:21-23). 

Conclusion 

In  conclusion,  let  me  report  that  throughout  this  discussion  of  the 
ecclesial  and  ethical  dimensions  of  baptism,  I have  tried  to  lend  expres- 
sion to  a broader  meaning  of  baptism  than  one  single  event  in  the  life  of 
a Christian,  or  even  as  a string  of  singular  events  that  punctuate  the  nor- 
mal rhythm  of  the  church.  Baptism  should  be  seen  as  the  concrete 
expression  of  a full  life  lived  and  dying  daily  in  Christ.  I mean  this  sym- 
bolically in  the  deepest  sense  of  the  Christian  rite  of  baptism  itself  as 
death  and  burial  and  rebirth  in  Christ.  But  I also  am  speaking  plainly. 
Baptism  encompasses  the  entire  temporal  life-span  of  a person.  It  is 
beginning  and  end.  We  need  to  recapitulate  and  review,  revisit  and 
reflect  upon  our  baptisms  throughout  our  lives  in  order  never  to  forget 
from  whence  we  came  and  to  whom  our  lives  are  finally  bound  and  des- 
tined. In  this  manner,  our  ethics  may  become  a complete  way  of  life,  a 
way  of  being  in  the  world  in  service  to  the  world  and  yet  belonging 
entirely  to  God,  and  to  God  alone. 
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Becoming  a Christian:  The  Ecumenical 
Implications  of  Our  Common  Baptism 

Report  of  the  Consultation 


I.  Introduction 

1.  “Blessed  is  the  kingdom,  of  the  Father,  of  the  Son  and  of  the  Holy 
Spirit,  now  and  ever,  and  unto  ages  of  ages.  ” 

These  words  begin  the  service  of  holy  baptism  in  the  Orthodox 
Church.  As  representatives  of  many  churches  the  participants  of  this 
consultation  affirm  that  baptism  is  rooted  in  the  triune  God  into  whose 
eschatological  kingdom  Christians  are  called.  “He  rescued  us  from  the 
domain  of  darkness  and  brought  us  into  the  kingdom  of  his  dear  Son” 
(Col.  1 : 13).1  Elsewhere  St  Paul  writes,  “for  anyone  united  to  Christ, 
there  is  a new  creation:  the  old  order  has  gone,  a new  order  has  already 
begun”  (2  Cor.  5:17). 

2.  In  our  baptism  we  are  joined  to  Christ  and  his  body,  the  church. 
Our  pathway  is  set  and  our  journey  to  life  eternal  is  begun,  a journey 
which  begins  with  our  death  and  burial  in  the  baptismal  water.  By  the 
anointing  and  indwelling  of  the  Holy  Spirit,  the  life  we  live  is  no  longer 
ours,  but  the  life  which  Christ  lives  in  us  (Gal.  2:20). 

3.  In  January  1997,  during  the  time  when  Christians  in  many 
parts  of  the  world  celebrated  the  Week  of  Prayer  for  Christian  Unity,  an 
ecumenical  group  met  at  the  Chateau  de  Faverges,  Haute-Savoie, 
France.  Gathered  at  the  invitation  of  the  Faith  and  Order  Commission 
of  the  World  Council  of  Churches,  the  fifteen  participants  came  from 
the  South  and  the  North:  from  Papua  New  Guinea,  Korea,  India, 
Brazil,  New  Zealand,  Finland,  Germany,  the  United  States,  the  United 
Kingdom,  Jamaica,  Ghana  and  Zaire.  Many  local  churches  were 
represented,  of  Anglican,  Baptist,  Disciples  of  Christ,  Lutheran,  Ortho- 
dox, Presbyterian,  Roman  Catholic  and  United  Church  traditions. 
The  theme  of  the  consultation  was  “Becoming  a Christian:  The  Ecu- 
menical Implications  of  Our  Common  Baptism”.  Among  those  present 
were  liturgists,  pastors  and  theologians  sharing  a common  task:  to 
consider  the  actual  experience  and  practice  of  baptism  in  the  life 
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of  their  churches,  and  how  the  churches  might  be  encouraged  to  rec- 
ognize each  other’s  baptismal  processes  and  liturgies  as  expressions  of 
the  one  baptism  which  unites  us  with,  and  within,  the  one  body  of 
Christ. 

4.  The  consultation  focused  on  three  main  issues: 

- the  ordo  (the  fundamental  structure  or  pattern)  of  baptism  in  its 
broadest  sense,  including  instruction  (catechesis),  the  act  of  water 
washing,  and  the  continuing,  life-long  process  of  growth  into  Christ; 

- the  inculturation  of  baptism,  through  which  its  meaning,  and  the  irre- 
ducible elements  of  the  baptismal  rite,  are  expressed  through  the 
means  particular  to  each  culture;  and 

- the  “ethical  economy”  of  baptism,  or  the  implications  of  the  process 
of  baptism  for  the  ethical  formation,  reflection  and  action  of  Chris- 
tians. 

5.  The  first  two  of  these  issues,  those  of  ordo  and  inculturation,  have 
been  treated  in  relation  to  worship  generally  in  an  earlier  ecumenical 
consultation  entitled  “So  We  Believe,  So  We  Pray:  Towards  Koinonia  in 
Worship”.2  Held  by  Faith  and  Order  in  Ditchingham,  England,  in  1994, 
this  consultation  reflected  the  increasing  awareness  of  the  central  impor- 
tance of  worship  for  the  ecumenical  movement  in  general,  and  for  the 
search  for  Christian  unity  in  particular.  It  explored  the  theological  impli- 
cations of  the  “liturgical  renewal”  of  recent  decades,  as  well  as  the  impli- 
cations, for  worship  of  the  growing  body  of  theological  agreements 
among  the  churches.  For  Faith  and  Order  it  meant  the  renewed  aware- 
ness of  liturgical  practice  as  a crucial  dimension  of  the  faith,  life  and 
witness  of  the  church.3 

6.  At  Faverges  the  issues  of  the  ordo  and  inculturation  were  explored 
in  relation  to  baptism  in  its  broadest  sense,  and  to  present-day  baptismal 
practice  in  the  churches.  These  topics  are  closely  inter-related:  the  bap- 
tismal ordo  provides  the  basis  and  touchstone  for  the  inculturation  of 
baptism,  while  the  process  of  inculturation  should  express  the  meaning 
and  pattern  of  baptism  in  a way  that  illuminates,  rather  than  obscures,  its 
reality.  The  third  issue  treated  at  Faverges,  the  inter-relation  of  baptism 
and  ethics,  was  a new  element  in  the  discussion  (the  relation  of  ethics  to 
worship  generally  had  been  noted,  but  not  pursued,  at  Ditchingham).4 
Ethics  belongs  inescapably,  however,  to  reflection  on  baptism  under- 
stood as  initiation  into  the  community  of  believers,  and  as  a life-long 
process  of  growth  in  Christian  identity  and  discernment.  Indeed  the 
meaning  of  Christian  baptism  and  the  nature  of  the  ritual  actions  associ- 
ated with  it  are  normative  for  Christian  ethics,  even  as  the  process  of 
inculturation  has  an  ethical  dimension  and  significant  ethical  implica- 
tions. 
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II.  The  ordo  of  baptism 

7.  Our  churches  live  with  different  histories.  Some  are  national 
churches  whose  people  naturally  bring  their  children  for  baptism.  Other 
churches  have  separated  themselves  from  state  and  nation,  and  in  them 
baptism  is  distinct  from  local  (parish)  or  national  custom.  Other 
churches  find  themselves  in  situations  of  new  missionary  opportunity, 
the  great  majority  of  their  candidates  for  baptism  being  first-generation 
Christians.  Other  churches,  in  older  missionary  contexts,  are  challenged 
by  new  emphases  on  the  Spirit  and  baptism.  Yet  other  churches  find 
themselves  in  a shifting  scene  as  their  societies  become  increasingly 
“post-Christian”. 

8.  Thus  we  find  baptismal  practice  is  often  shaped  by  pastoral  and 
missiological  considerations  as  well  as  by  doctrine.  Indeed,  our  theology 
is  often  developed  in  order  to  describe  the  pastoral  need.  So  history  and 
context  inspire  theological  insight  as  under  the  Spirit  the  church  seeks  to 
apply  the  ministry  of  Christ  to  the  particularities  of  the  human  situation. 
Theology  and  practice  do  not  exist  in  a vacuum. 

A.  Recognition  of  one  another's  baptism 

9.  There  are  two  ways  in  which  we  may  learn  to  recognize  one 
another’s  baptism.  One  is  to  convert  everybody  else  to  our  theology  and 
practice.  The  other  is  to  understand  how  our  baptismal  practices  are 
responses  to  different  pastoral  and  missionary  contexts  as  well  as 
responses  to  God’s  call  in  Christ. 

10.  An  important  ecumenical  question  is,  “What  are  the  criteria  for 
mutual  recognition  of  baptism?”  In  the  past  many  have  proposed  theo- 
logical criteria  for  such  recognition.  But  baptism  is  more  than  doctrine 
alone.  In  this  consultation  we  have  sought  to  identify  criteria  which  arise 
from  baptism  as  rite  and  pattern  of  life.  This  way  of  thinking  we  call 
ordo , by  which  we  mean  baptism  as  call  to  life  in  Christ  and  map  for  pil- 
grimage to  Christ’s  new  creation. 

1 1 . The  Faith  and  Order  convergence  text  Baptism,  Eucharist  and 
Ministry  (BEM),  published  by  the  World  Council  of  Churches  in  1982, 5 
has  become  one  of  the  most  widely  read  and  discussed  ecumenical  texts 
in  modem  times.  This  text,  itself  the  fruit  of  many  years  of  ecumenical 
study  and  discussion,  has  helped  to  create  a new  ecumenical  situation. 
Through  the  BEM  process  of  study  and  response  many  churches  have 
gained  renewed  understanding  and  enrichment  of  their  own  faith,  have 
engaged  in  ecumenical  learning  and  have  developed  new  relationships 
with  other  churches. 

12.  As  a convergence  statement,  BEM  calls  for  common  affirmations 
by  divided  churches  struggling  towards  visible  unity.  According  to  Faith 
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and  Order’s  report  on  the  official  responses  of  the  churches  to  BEM, 
there  is  “a  firm  agreement  that  baptism,  eucharist  and  ministry  are  all 
rightly  understood  as  enacted  and  enabled  by  God  in  the  unity  of  Father, 
Son  and  Holy  Spirit”.6 

13.  BEM  emphasizes  the  significance  of  baptism  for  koinonia  (com- 
munion), stating  that: 

Through  baptism,  Christians  are  brought  into  union  with  Christ,  with  each 
other  and  with  the  church  at  every  time  and  place.  Our  common  baptism, 
which  unites  us  to  Christ  in  faith,  is  thus  a basic  bond  of  unity.  We  are  one  peo- 
ple and  are  called  to  confess  and  serve  one  Lord  in  each  place  and  in  all  the 
world  (Baptism,  para.  6). 

14.  In  their  responses  to  BEM  churches  generally  affirmed  an 
impressive  degree  of  agreement  and  convergence  on  baptism.  Virtually 
all  agree  that  by  God’s  grace  and  power  the  baptized  person  is  incorpo- 
rated into  Christ’s  body  and  anointed  by  the  Holy  Spirit.  Many  also 
agreed  that  “our  one  baptism  into  Christ  constitutes  a call  to  the  churches 
to  overcome  their  divisions  and  visibly  manifest  their  fellowship”  (Bap- 
tism, para.  6).  In  many  places,  although  questions  of  eucharist  and  min- 
istry persist,  churches  have  entered  into  formal  agreements  regarding 
mutual  recognition  of  baptismal  practice. 

15.  Divisions,  however,  still  remain;  and  some  churches  have  diffi- 
culty in  mutually  recognizing  their  various  practices  of  baptism  as  shar- 
ing in  the  one  baptism  in  Christ.  For  example,  those  who  describe  them- 
selves as  “believer  baptists”  often  appear  to  deny  that  infants  baptized  in 
other  churches  are  believers,  while  many  who  practise  such  baptism 
declare  that  it,  too,  is  “believer’s  baptism”.  For  them,  children  - even 
infants  - are  believers:  God  enables  them  to  believe,  or  the  church 
believes  with  them  and  for  them.  For  some,  despite  the  help  provided  in 
BEM,  infant  baptism  remains  a significant  obstacle  to  mutual  recogni- 
tion; for  others,  there  is  significant  disagreement  as  to  where  in  the  bap- 
tismal process  the  gift  of  the  Holy  Spirit  is  to  be  found  - in  the  water  rite, 
in  chrismation  or  in  the  laying  on  of  hands,  or  in  the  combination  of  all 
three  actions.  There  are  other  areas  of  disagreement  which  may  hinder 
growth  towards  koinonia  on  the  basis  of  mutual  recognition  of  baptism. 

16.  The  present  text  attempts  to  provide  a basis  which  may  help 
churches  to  move  beyond  what  has  already  been  achieved.  Two  starting 
points  are  found  in  BEM.  The  first  is  the  recognition  that  “baptism  is 
related  not  only  to  momentary  experience  but  to  life-long  growth  into 
Christ...  The  life  of  the  Christian  is  necessarily  one  of  continuing  strug- 
gle yet  also  of  continuing  experience  of  grace”  (Baptism,  para.  9).  The 
second  is  the  awareness  that  baptism  takes  place  within  the  community 
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of  faith,  requires  personal  confession  of  faith,  and  points  to  and  is 
founded  on  the  faithfulness  of  God  (Baptism,  para.  12). 

B.  The  common  baptismal  ordo 

17.  The  Ditchingham  report  (see  para.  5 above)  suggests  that  the  ordo 
(pattern)  of  Christian  worship  may  be  immensely  helpful  in  the  ongoing 
discussion  of  many  of  the  issues  which  still  divide  Christian  churches. 
By  ordo  is  meant  “the  undergirding  structure  which  is  to  be  perceived  in 
the  ordering  and  scheduling  of  the  most  primary  elements  of  Christian 
worship”,  an  ordering  “which  roots  in  word  and  sacrament  held 
together”.7  Among  these  basic  structures  of  Christian  worship  are  pat- 
terns of  word  and  table,  of  catechetical  formation  and  baptism.  Recog- 
nition of  these  patterns  - founded  in  the  New  Testament,  attested  to  in 
the  ancient  sources  of  both  the  Christian  East  and  the  Christian  West, 
practised  today  in  diverse  forms  in  different  churches  - gives  us  a basis 
for  a mutually  encouraging  conversation  between  the  churches. 

18.  This  conversation  may  challenge  the  churches  to  re-examine  the 
ways  in  which  they  express  these  basic  structures  of  Christian  worship. 
In  the  words  of  the  Ditchingham  report: 

Churches  may  rightly  ask  each  other  about  the  local  inculturation  of  this  ordo. 

They  may  call  each  other  towards  a maturation  in  the  use  of  this  pattern  or  a 

renewed  clarification  of  its  central  characteristics  or,  even,  towards  a conver- 
sion to  its  use.8 

What  is  clear  is  that  the  patterns  of  Christian  worship,  including  the 
pattern  (ordo)  of  baptism,  provide  a major  basis  for  koinonia  between 
local  churches  and  for  a koinonia  spanning  both  time  and  space. 

19.  According  to  the  Ditchingham  consultation,  this  ordo  of  Chris- 
tian worship  includes  the  great  outline  of  baptism,  understood  as  “for- 
mation in  faith  and  baptizing  in  water  together,  leading  to  participation 
in  the  life  of  the  community”.9  These  linked  actions  of  baptism  are  seen 
by  that  report  as  part  of  the  ancient  yet  ever-new  patterns  which  the 
churches  already  possess,  which  they  are  invited  to  recognize  in  each 
other  and  renew  in  themselves. 

20.  But  this  great  pattern  of  baptizing  (formation  in  faith,  baptism  in 
water  and  life  in  community)  is  not  simply  the  discovery  of  modem  ecu- 
menical conversation.  It  is  found  already  in  the  witness  of  the  scriptures. 
At  Pentecost,  according  to  Acts  2,  baptisms  follow  from  Peter’s  preach- 
ing and  lead  those  baptized  to  life  in  the  community:  “They  devoted 
themselves  to  the  apostles’  teaching  and  fellowship,  to  the  breaking  of 
bread  and  the  prayers”  (2:42)  as  well  as  to  the  distribution  of  goods  to 
those  in  need  (2:45).  Those  who  heard,  who  were  baptized  and  entered 
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the  community’s  life,  were  already  made  witnesses  of  and  partakers  in 
the  promises  of  God  for  the  last  days:  the  forgiveness  of  sins  and  the  out- 
pouring of  the  Holy  Spirit  on  all  flesh  (2:38).  Similarly,  in  what  may  well 
be  a baptismal  pattern,  1 Peter  testifies  that  proclamation  of  the  resur- 
rection of  Jesus  Christ  and  teaching  about  new  life  (1:3-21)  lead  to 
purification  and  new  birth  (1:22-23).  This,  in  turn,  is  followed  by  eating 
and  drinking  God’s  food  (2:2-3),  by  participation  in  the  life  of  the  com- 
munity - the  royal  priesthood,  the  new  temple,  the  people  of  God  (2:4- 
10)  - and  by  further  moral  formation  (2:1  Iff.).  At  the  beginning  of  1 
Peter  the  writer  sets  this  baptism  in  the  context  of  obedience  to  Christ 
and  sanctification  by  the  Spirit  (1:2).  So  baptism  into  Christ  is  seen  as 
baptism  into  the  Spirit  (cf.  1 Cor.  12:13).  In  the  fourth  gospel,  Jesus’  dis- 
course with  Nicodemus  indicates  that  birth  by  water  and  Spirit  becomes 
the  gracious  means  of  entry  into  the  place  where  God  rules  (John  3:5). 

21.  Such  a reading  of  the  New  Testament  helps  us  to  interpret  the 
baptismal  practices  of  local  churches  in  the  first  several  centuries  of 
Christian  history.  The  patterns  of  the  New  Testament  became  the  ordo  of 
the  churches.  Preaching  and  teaching  leading  to  baptism  have  shaped  the 
catechumenate : candidates,  teachers  and  sponsors  engaged  in  the  forma- 
tion in  faith.  The  great  washing  with  water  and  the  Spirit,  leading  those 
so  washed  into  participation  in  the  eucharist  and  in  the  life  of  the  com- 
munity, became  the  central  event  of  baptism,  often  held  on  Easter  Eve  or 
at  Epiphany  or  at  other  great  feasts,  often  accompanied  with  signs  of  the 
Spirit  who  is  active  in  baptism.  And  the  continued  life  in  community 
came  to  be  experienced  at  every  Sunday  eucharist,  as  the  assembly  of  the 
baptized,  and  in  the  exercise  of  witness  and  mission,  and  in  the  care  for 
the  poor.  While  the  expression  of  this  pattern  already  knew  diversity  in 
the  early  centuries  - for  example,  in  the  length  of  the  process  and  in  the 
secondary  ritual  signs  added  to  it  - the  Christian  pattern  itself  was 
remarkably  similar  and  recognizable  across  the  churches.  Those  bap- 
tized in  Antioch  recognized  those  baptized  in  Carthage  and  Rome  as 
members  of  the  one  body  of  Christ.  This  pattern  was  not  simply  an  edu- 
cational programme  of  the  churches  but  a witness  to,  and  participation 
in,  the  eschatological  promise  of  God.  It  was  constantly  accompanied  by 
prayer,  by  fasting  as  waiting  on  God,  by  blessings  and  exorcisms  spoken 
over  the  candidates,  by  a great  thanksgiving  over  the  water  itself.  It 
expressed  and  fostered  a continued  sense  that  the  triune  God  was  acting 
here. 

22.  Furthermore,  the  long  process  of  formation  in  faith  (the  catechu- 
menate), baptism  and  incorporation  into  community  was  itself  summed 
up  in  the  central  events  of  the  baptismal  rite.  The  renunciations  of  evil 
and  the  confession  of  faith  - the  creed  - summarized  and  stood  for  the 
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whole  catechumenate.  The  reception  of  candidates  into  the  community, 
the  kiss  of  peace  and  the  first  eucharist,  could  anticipate  the  whole  Chris- 
tian life.  What  is  more,  the  ordo  of  catechumenate,  baptism  and  incor- 
poration is  constantly  echoed  in  the  whole  Christian  existence.  In  the 
life-long  learning  of  the  faith  of  Christ  the  catechumenate  continues.  In 
daily  dying  and  rising  Christians  reclaim  their  baptism  into  the  death  and 
resurrection  of  Christ.  In  repeated  reconciliation  in  the  church  the  bap- 
tized are  restored  to  community.  In  the  celebration  of  worship  the  church 
is  renewed  for  the  mission  of  Christ  and  formed  in  the  patterns  of  Chris- 
tian ethics.  This  reflection  of  Christian  life,  of  life  in  Christ,  in  the  bap- 
tismal process  and  this  summary  and  anticipation  of  the  process  in  the 
central  baptismal  events  demonstrate  a phenomenon  known  in  ritual 
studies  as  “recapitulation”.  Baptism  recapitulates  the  ordo.  The  ordo 
recapitulates  the  Christian  life.  Christians  find  the  deepest  reality  of  this 
baptismal  recapitulation  in  the  faith  that  the  Triune  God,  who  creates  and 
saves  all  things,  is  present  and  active  here.  By  means  of  God’s  continu- 
ing grace  and  presence  baptism  is  process  and  once-for-all  eschatologi- 
cal event  and  pattern  for  all  of  life. 

23.  Christian  history  has  sometimes  seen  an  apparent  dismember- 
ment of  the  matters  which  Acts  2 and  1 Peter  hold  together.  Baptism  has 
often  been  separated  from  catechesis  and  from  eucharist  and  community 
life.  The  actual  water-bath  and  admission  to  the  Lord’s  table  have  fre- 
quently been  dissociated.  Confirmation  has  sometimes  been  held  years 
after  baptism  itself,  without  baptismal  reference.  The  process  of  baptism 
has  too  seldom  known  relationship  to  life  in  its  many  dimensions,  not 
least  the  ethical.  In  many  instances  water-baptism  and  the  gift  of  the 
Spirit  have  been  disconnected,  often  becoming  two  “baptisms”.  The  bap- 
tismal processes  of  the  various  churches  have  too  often  been  dislocated 
from  one  another  to  the  point  that  the  churches  have  been  unable  to  rec- 
ognize in  one  another’s  practice  the  one  baptism  into  Christ. 

24.  We  are  assisted  towards  common  renewal  and  mutual  recognition 
by  a recovery  of  the  ordo,  a recovery  of  the  vision  of  Acts  2 and  1 Peter 
as  underlying  the  practice  of  the  churches.  Churches  of  different  tradi- 
tions can  use  this  great  ordo  (shape  or  pattern)  of  the  baptismal  reality  to 
interpret  and  refresh  their  own  practices,  and  to  recognize  the  diverse 
gifts  of  baptismal  understanding  and  practice  which  may  be  present  in 
other  churches.  Thus,  some  churches  have  strongly  maintained  a practice 
of  teaching  and  the  making  of  disciples.  Others  have  exercised  the  sacra- 
mental signs  at  the  heart  of  baptismal  celebration  with  a vivid  strength. 
Others  have  found  fresh  signs  of  new  life  in  Christ  in  their  own  local 
contexts,  signs  which  have  enriched  the  general  Christian  understanding 
of  baptism.  Others  have  shown  us  the  way  to  practise  ongoing  reconcili- 
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ation  to  community  life.  Clearly  the  churches  have  much  to  learn  from 

one  another’s  distinctive  gifts  and  witness. 

C.  Towards  renewal  and  mutual  recognition  of  baptism 

25.  In  matters  of  renewal,  the  ordo  may  assist  the  churches  to  ask 

themselves  the  following  questions,  as  many  are  already  doing. 

a)  Concerning  the  catechumenate: 

- Are  we  holding  baptism  and  formation  in  faith  sufficiently  together? 

- Can  we  welcome  again  the  ministry  of  catechists  and  restore  the 
importance  of  baptismal  sponsors  among  us? 

- Can  sponsors  actively  accompany  every  adult  coming  to  baptism  and 
uniting  with  the  church’s  life? 

- Can  sponsors  also  accompany  those  who  cannot  answer  for  them- 
selves as  well  as  the  parents  or  others  who  may  be  bringing  these 
little  ones? 

- Can  such  catechists  and  sponsors  be  trained  and  assisted  by  the 
prayers  of  the  whole  congregation? 

- Can  we  recover  the  catechumenate,  or  a pattern  like  the  catechume- 
nate, for  both  adult  candidates  and  for  those  who  are  bringing  chil- 
dren? 

- Can  we  pray  regularly  in  the  Sunday  assembly  for  all  the  candidates 
for  baptism,  strongly  claiming  them  already  as  Christ’s  own  and 
strongly  asking  the  Spirit  to  cast  all  evil  out  of  their  lives? 

- In  churches  which  do  not  baptize  infants,  can  the  children  be  enrolled 
and  blessed  and  accompanied  towards  their  own  day  of  baptism? 

b)  Concerning  the  baptismal  rite  itself: 

- Can  we  practise  a strong  use  of  water  for  all  candidates,  recovering 
immersion  fonts  where  possible? 

- Can  we  always  hold  our  baptisms  in  the  presence  of  the  church  - or 
of  representatives  of  the  church  - letting  the  whole  assembly  gather 
around  the  place  of  the  water? 

- Can  we  reclaim  the  great  Christian  festivals,  especially  Easter  and 
Epiphany,  as  particularly  appropriate  times  for  baptism? 

- Can  we  understand  the  principal  minister  of  baptism  as  ordinarily  the 
presider  in  a local  assembly  of  Christians  - someone  authorized  and 
recognized  by  the  wider  church  - acting  in  and  with  that  assembly? 

- Can  we  declare  in  our  rites  that  the  Spirit  of  God  is  poured  out  on 
these  new  members  of  the  body  of  Christ,  whether  by  the  laying  on 
of  hands,  sealing  with  the  sign  of  the  cross  (signation)  or  anointing 
with  oil  (chrismation)? 
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- Can  we  lead  all  the  newly  baptized  immediately  to  participation  in 
the  eucharist? 

- Can  we  consider  together  whether  any  secondary  signs  - other 
anointings  or  new  clothing  or  other  local  expressions  of  new  life  in 
Christ  - can  further  unfold  the  meaning  of  the  ordo  itself? 

c)  Concerning  incorporation  into  the  life  of  the  community: 

- Can  we  assist  the  baptized  to  find  their  place  in  the  mission  and  ser- 
vice of  the  church,  the  expression  of  their  baptismal  vocation? 

- Can  we  enable  a life-long  learning  of  the  faith,  by  all  people  - clergy 
and  laity,  old  and  young,  old-timers  and  newcomers  - together,  side 
by  side  in  our  churches? 

- Can  sponsors  and  catechists  continue  to  accompany  children  bap- 
tized in  infancy  in  a post-baptismal  catechesis  which  helps  them  to 
appropriate  their  own  baptismal  gift  of  faith? 

- Can  we  find  occasions  to  remember  our  baptism,  celebrate  its  pow- 
erful gift  and  renew  our  own  promises,  occasions  which  may  occur 
in  persons’  lives  at  moments  of  crisis,  change  or  renewal? 

- Can  we  see  every  Sunday  eucharist  as  the  repeated  remembrance  and 
renewal  of  baptism? 

And  can  we  do  these  things  by  teaching,  love  and  invitation,  opening 

up  and  strengthening  what  is  already  in  our  churches,  and  not  by  con- 
straint and  compulsion? 

26.  In  matters  of  recognition , the  ordo  may  assist  the  churches  to  ask 

themselves  the  following  questions: 

- Can  we  see  this  great  pattern  operative  in  our  own  and  in  other 
churches?  Can  we  treasure  ways  each  church  may  have  been  able  to 
give  special  emphasis  to  certain  parts  of  the  ordo  - even  while  call- 
ing each  other  to  a recovery  of  fullness  in  our  understanding  and 
practice? 

- Can  churches  which  baptize  infants  trust  in  the  blessing  and  dedica- 
tion of  children  among  those  who  baptize  only  believers  who  can 
answer  for  themselves,  seeing  these  children  as  in  a rich  catechume- 
nate  of  long  duration? 

- Can  churches  which  baptize  believers  who  can  answer  for  them- 
selves trust  the  recovery  of  catechumenate  and  life-long  learning 
among  the  churches  which  baptize  infants,  as  a sign  of  their  bap- 
tismal seriousness? 

- Can  all  churches,  whatever  their  formula  of  baptism,  acknowledge  that 
the  whole  ordo  and  all  of  its  catechesis  must  express  the  triune  Name? 

- Can  we  ensure  that  our  catechesis  teaches,  and  our  rites  express,  that 
baptism  is  always  into  Christ’s  whole  body? 
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And  can  such  reflections  and  new  patterns  of  thinking  about  baptism 
as  ordo  foster  new,  creative  and  trustful  ways  to  approach  old  contro- 
versies over  recognition  and  re-baptism? 

27.  Our  answers  to  these  enquiries  may  lead  the  churches  to  ask 
themselves  questions  which  could  change  their  way  of  living  with  one 
another: 

- Are  there  matters  of  renewed  baptismal  practice  which  divided  local 
churches  could  begin  undertaking  together? 

- Could  a renewed  catechumenate  (the  process  of  forming  in  faith)  or 
a training  of  catechists  and  sponsors  be  undertaken  together? 

- Could  we  be  present  at  each  other’s  baptisms,  whether  through  rep- 
resentatives or  as  entire  congregations? 

- Could  we  do  baptism  together,  side-by-side,  at  great  feasts  we  have 
in  common? 

- Could  local  churches  provide  a common  baptismal  certificate? 

- Could  we  consider  constructing  a common  font  or  baptistry  for  the 
local  churches  in  a town  or  village? 

And  could  we  begin  to  do  some  of  these  things  out  of  love,  out  of 
new  insights  into  the  ordo , out  of  the  conviction  that  through  baptism  the 
Holy  Spirit  ever  draws  us  into  koinonia,  into  the  very  unity  and  life  of 
the  Triune  God? 


III.  The  inculturation  of  baptism 

28.  The  Christian  faith  is  rooted  in  God’s  act  of  incarnation:  “The 
Word  became  flesh  and  dwelt  among  us”  (John  1:14).  Consistent  with 
this  is  the  fact  that  the  universal  truth  of  the  gospel  is  everywhere  ex- 
perienced and  expressed  in  local  language  and  cultural  forms.  This  hap- 
pens through  the  process  of  inculturation.  The  Ditchingham  report 
defined  inculturation  in  part  as  “a  form  of  creative  activity  accountable 
to  both  received  liturgical  tradition  and  the  actual  praxis  of  the  church  as 
well  as  to  the  integrity  of  culture...”.10  Inculturation,  therefore,  is  the  use 
of  cultural  means  in  order  to  express  the  meaning  of  worship  in  a way 
that  helps  people  within  a specific  context  to  come  to  a clearer  under- 
standing and  experience  of  the  mystery  of  God’s  love.  It  is  a way  of 
growing  in  understanding. 

29.  Thus  inculturation  is  a complex  process.  It  comes  out  of  the 
community  in  which  it  is  happening  and  cannot  be  imposed  from  out- 
side. 

30.  Because  inculturation  has  also  the  potential  of  obscuring  the 
Christian  message,  careful  discernment  is  necessary.11  For  this  the  fol- 
lowing principles  and  criteria  may  be  helpful. 
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A.  The  inculturation  of  worship  in  general 

3 1 . The  Ditchingham  report  developed  a number  of  principles  for  the 

inculturation  of  worship.12  These  principles  have  the  following  practical 

implications: 

- The  starting  point  for  inculturation  is  the  basic  ordo  or  “shape”  of 
worship  as  a gift  of  God. 

- Appropriate  inculturation  cannot  occur  without  an  understanding  of 
the  meaning  of  Christian  worship,  as  the  purpose  of  inculturation  is 
to  lead  to  a deeper  understanding  of  that  meaning. 

- Inculturation  also  requires  a deep  knowledge  of  and  familiarity  with 
the  specific  culture  in  which  it  occurs,  paying  attention  to  the  ethos, 
cultural  values  and  needs  of  particular  communities. 

- Inculturation  must  take  account  of  the  fact  that  “culture”  itself  is  a 
difficult  concept.  Cultures  are  complex  and  developing,  dynamic 
rather  than  static.  Many  cultures  today  face  extreme  pressures,  both 
external  and  internal,  from  economic  forces  and  challenges  to  tradi- 
tional values  and  practices.  In  some  settings  there  is  conflict  between 
dominant  and  subordinate  cultures,  and  within  a specific  culture 
some  voices  may  have  been  silenced. 

- The  inculturation  of  worship  should  not  encourage  ethnocentrism  or 
cultural  imperialism,  both  of  which  are  contrary  to  the  Christian 
gospel. 

- Basic  to  inculturation  is  the  understanding  that  the  whole  creation  is 
given  to  us  as  a means  of  coming  into  communion  with  God.  There- 
fore in  Christian  worship  material  elements  such  as  water,  bread  and 
wine  are  used  to  bring  people  into  this  communion.  In  the  process  of 
inculturation,  language,  symbols  and  signs  of  a specific  culture  are 
used  in  Christian  worship  in  a way  that  goes  beyond  their  original 
meaning.  They  are  transformed  as  they  are  used  for  professing  Jesus 
Christ. 

- But  inculturation  includes  also  a counter-cultural  aspect.  Baptism 
calls  Christians  into  a new  life:  the  baptized  live  in  the  world  but  do 
not  belong  to  it  (John  15:19).  This  means  the  transformation  of  their 
former  life  and  religious  and  ethical  orientation  (see  para.  43  below 
and  BEM,  Baptism,  para.  4).  It  may  even  mean  a break  with  the  fam- 
ily, in  cases  where  there  is  a conflict  between  the  values  of  the  fam- 
ily and  those  of  the  gospel.  Therefore  the  line  between  church  and 
society,  and  the  relationship  between  them,  has  to  be  clear.  We  must 
carefully  distinguish  which  cultural  elements  are  helpful  and  which 
are  not.  The  main  criterion  for  this  has  to  be  whether  these  elements 
serve  Jesus’  double  commandment  to  love  God  and  neighbour  (Matt. 
22:34-40). 
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- Inculturation  therefore  is  dynamic  and  has  to  happen  in  continuous 
dialogue  between  the  gospel  and  local  culture. 

- The  process  of  inculturation  requires  a certain  humility  which  is  open 
to  learn  from  others  and  their  insights.  Churches  can  learn  from  one 
another’s  experience  in  this  process.  This  therefore  requires  an  ecu- 
menical awareness  of  belonging  together  with  other  churches  to  the 
one  body  of  Christ.  The  process  of  inculturation  needs  to  occur  in 
dialogue  with  other  churches  in  a spirit  of  mutual  accountability. 

B.  Baptism  in  the  Christian  tradition 

32.  Christian  baptism  arose  from  the  baptism  of  John  the  Baptist  and 
has  therefore  a reference  to  other  washing  rites  existing  at  that  time.  But 
Christian  baptism  had,  from  the  beginning,  some  specific  characteristics 
which  distinguished  it  from  purification  or  initiation  rites.  In  this  sense 
Christian  baptism  is  itself  the  result  of  inculturation.  We  see  this  process 
continued  in  the  development  of  baptismal  space,  including  baths  or 
fonts  of  different  kinds  as  appropriate  to  the  particular  cultural  setting. 

33.  As  seen  in  paragraphs  17-22  above,  emerging  from  the  tradition 
is  a basic  ordo  or  pattern  of  baptism:  formation  in  faith  and  baptizing  in 
water  leading  to  participation  in  the  life  of  the  community.  This  ordo  has 
been  developed  liturgically  in  different  ways  in  the  different  Christian 
traditions. 

34.  Of  special  interest  is  the  celebration  of  the  water  rite.  The  Ditch- 
ingham  report  points  out  that  the  basic  liturgical  components  of  this  rite 
which  emerge  from  tradition  are  “proclamation  of  the  scripture;  invoca- 
tion of  the  Holy  Spirit;  renunciation  of  evil;  profession  of  faith  in  the 
Holy  Trinity;  and  the  use  of  water  in  the  name  of  the  Father  and  of  the 
Son  and  of  the  Holy  Spirit”.13  Over  time,  as  the  rite  became  incultured, 
these  elements  were  expressed  in  different  ways.  In  some  cases  addi- 
tional rites  and  symbols  were  added,  such  as  an  introductory  rite  to  wel- 
come and  name  the  candidate,  prayers  over  the  water  and  some  post- 
baptismal  symbols  like  anointing,  vesting  and  the  handing  over  of 
lighted  candles. 

35.  Cultural  elements  such  as  music,  musical  instruments,  architec- 
ture, language  using  specific  images  and  allusions  according  to  the  con- 
text, and  other  symbols  have  also  been  added.  This  process  continues  to 
the  present  day. 

C.  Criteria  for  the  inculturation  of  baptism 

36.  As  emphasized  in  paragraphs  16  and  22  above,  baptism  is  not  a 
punctiliar  event  but  a process  of  growth.  The  inculturation  of  baptism 
includes  all  stages  of  this  process. 
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37.  Criteria  are  needed  to  discern  which  cultural  elements  may  help 
to  illuminate  the  fundamental  meaning  of  baptism  and  which  would 
otherwise  obscure  it.  The  responses  to  BEM  reported  “contextual 
challenges  in  baptism”  coming  especially  from  churches  in  Africa  and 
Asia.  However,  all  churches  live  in  specific  cultural  contexts  and  there- 
fore all  are  challenged  to  exercise  discernment. 

38.  The  following  criteria  for  the  inculturation  of  baptism  follow  the 
principles  for  inculturation  of  worship  in  general.  They  result  from 
reflection  on  the  actual  process  of  inculturation  occurring  in  different 
churches  today. 

39.  Criteria  for  the  inculturation  of  the  ordo  of  baptism: 

- The  inculturation  of  baptism  needs  fidelity  to  and  preservation  of  the 
fundamental  ordo  of  baptism  as  it  was  developed  in  the  tradition  and 
described  above.  No  form  of  incultured  baptism  can  dispense  with 
the  basic  elements  of  the  baptismal  ordo:  formation  in  faith,  washing 
in  water  and  participation  in  the  life  of  the  community. 

- The  inculturation  of  baptism  will  look  for  gestures,  signs  and  sym- 
bols in  a specific  culture  which  relate  to  the  essential  aspects  of  bap- 
tism, such  as  its  meaning  as  incorporation  into  the  body  of  Christ  and 
as  conferring  a life-long  new  status. 

An  example  is  a church  in  Burkina  Faso  whose  entrance  is  built  in 
the  form  of  a traditional  mask  used  for  initiation.  The  congregation 
enters  the  church  through  the  mouth  of  this  mask.  The  original  mean- 
ing of  the  mask,  symbolizing  the  other  world,  is  transformed  through 
a cross  that  is  above  it  on  the  top  of  the  church.  The  mask  in  its  new, 
Christian  context  signifies:  this  is  the  place  of  being  newly  born. 

To  give  another  example,  in  Zaire  the  candidate  for  baptism  is  passed 
or  passes  through  the  legs  of  the  godfather  or  godmother.  This  sign 
of  putting  oneself  in  the  protection  of  someone  else  is  a particular 
cultural  expression  of  sponsorship  for  baptism. 

40.  In  some  regions  the  use  of  traditional  initiation  symbols  in  bap- 
tism by  some  denominations  creates  new  separations  between  churches. 
In  order  to  avoid  this,  the  inculturation  of  baptism  should  happen  in 
mutual  respect  and  mutual  accountability  to  other  churches,  in  such  a 
way  that  local  churches  are  united  in  cultural  expressions  rather  than 
separated. 

41.  Criteria  for  the  inculturation  of  the  water  rite: 

- The  basic  water  rite  may  be  embellished  in  different  ways  through 
inculturation,  but  anything  added  to  the  rite  should  draw  attention  to 
its  fundamental  meaning,  illuminating  and  explicating  this  rather 
than  obscuring  it. 
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The  ritual  elaboration  of  the  baptismal  rite  during  the  centuries  of  the 
early  church  should  be  respected,  even  if  these  elements  are  not 
adopted.  Through  such  respect  churches  may  acknowledge  their 
common  origin. 

The  inculturation  of  baptism  will  take  into  account  the  role  of  time 
and  space  for  the  celebration.  Christians  should  be  encouraged  to 
baptize  on  a Sunday  or  a traditional  Christian  feast  day  even  if  there 
are  cultural  pressures  against  this. 

The  space  and  environment  for  baptism  have  to  be  culturally  appro- 
priate. For  some  situations  this  may  mean  the  use  of  lakes  or  rivers, 
for  others  the  use  of  baptismal  baths  or  fonts. 

In  some  places  in  the  early  church,  for  example,  baptismal  fonts 
(pools  in  the  ground ) were  built  in  the  shape  of  a cross  or  a tomb  in 
order  to  point  to  the  meaning  of  baptism  as  incorporation  into 
Christ's  death. 

Festal  vestments  can  express  and  enrich  the  festal  character  of  bap- 
tism. 

In  some  cultures,  for  example,  baptismal  vestments  are  white,  but  in 
others  red  is  a more  appropriate  colour  for  celebration. 

The  inculturation  of  baptism  will  take  into  account  the  role  of  the 
minister,  the  parents  and  the  congregation  and  will  express  the  com- 
munity-building potential  of  baptism. 

The  community  gathered  for  baptism  represents  the  one  holy, 
catholic  and  apostolic  church  into  which  the  candidate  is  admitted. 
Thus  the  inculturation  of  baptism  should  transcend  any  group  alle- 
giance and  lead  into  communion  with  God  and  with  all  Christian 
churches  united  in  a common  baptism.  Prayers  and  hymns  may  be 
used  to  express  this. 

The  inculturation  of  baptism  involves  the  search  for  language  in  the 
formularies  which  is  understood  by  the  people  in  that  specific  con- 
text. 

For  example  in  Korea,  where  filial  piety  plays  an  enormous  role,  the 
questions  the  candidate  is  asked  in  the  baptismal  rite  should  be  for- 
mulated in  a way  that  reflects  this  piety.  A possibility  would  be  a for- 
mulation like:  “ Will  you  commit  yourself  to  Jesus  Christ  as  the  head 
of  your  new  life?" 

The  inculturation  of  baptism  will  look  for  gestures,  signs  and  sym- 
bols in  a specific  culture  which  relate  to  the  essential  aspects  of  bap- 
tism. 
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A powerful  example  comes  from  Zaire,  where  the  meaning  of  death 
and  resurrection  in  the  water  rite  of  baptism  is  illuminated  through 
an  additional  rite  where  the  candidate  is  covered  with  banana  leaves, 
while  a penitential  or  mourning  song  is  struck  up.  Then  the  priest 
takes  the  candidate's  right  arm,  raising  him  and  shouting:  “ Christ 
has  risen  from  the  tomb,  living  forever.  You  too,  live  with  him;  arise.  ” 

Another  example  from  Zaire  is  the  anointing  with  white  kaolin  (a 
chalky  substance ) which  is  put  on  the  arms,  the  cheeks,  the  feet,  illus- 
trating blessing,  the  attainment  of  a new  status  in  life  and  the  belong- 
ing to  the  new,  victorious  world. 

42.  Inculturation  involves  a risk,  the  risk  of  “the  Word  made  flesh”. 
As  Christians  we  must  take  this  risk,  inspired  by  the  Lord,  the  Holy 
Spirit,  as  we  use  all  our  human  resources  to  express  our  faith. 

IV.  Baptism  and  ethics 

43.  The  Baptism  section  of  Baptism,  Eucharist  and  Ministry  stresses 
the  ethical  dimension  of  baptism,  as  well  as  the  fundamental  inter-rela- 
tion of  baptism  and  ethics.  Thus  BEM  notes: 

The  New  Testament  underlines  the  ethical  implications  of  baptism  by  rep- 
resenting it  as  an  ablution  which  washes  the  body  with  pure  water,  a cleansing 
of  the  heart  of  all  sin,  and  an  act  of  justification  (Heb.  10:22,  1 Pet.  3:21,  Acts 
22:16,  1 Cor.  6:11).  Thus  those  baptized  are  pardoned,  cleansed  and  sanctified 
by  Christ,  and  are  given  as  part  of  their  baptismal  experience  a new  ethical  ori- 
entation under  the  guidance  of  the  Holy  Spirit  (Baptism,  para.  4;  cf.  para.  32 
above). 

And  again: 

As  they  grow  in  the  Christian  life  of  faith,  baptized  believers  demonstrate 
that  humanity  can  be  regenerated  and  liberated.  They  have  a common  respon- 
sibility, here  and  now,  to  bear  witness  together  to  the  gospel  of  Christ,  the  Lib- 
erator of  all  human  beings.  The  context  of  this  common  witness  is  the  church 
and  the  world...  they  acknowledge  that  baptism,  as  a baptism  into  Christ’s 
death,  has  ethical  implications  which  not  only  call  for  personal  sanctification, 
but  also  motivate  Christians  to  strive  for  the  realization  of  the  will  of  God  in  all 
realms  of  life  (Rom.  6:9ff;  Gal.  3:27-28;  1 Pet.  2:21-4:6)  (Baptism,  para.  10). 

These  passages  state  forcefully  the  ethical  implications  of  Christian 
baptism,  showing  how  both  growth  in  personal  sanctification  and  ethical 
engagement  within  the  world  are  necessary  expressions  of  the  faith  into 
which  we  are  baptized. 

44.  But  it  is  not  only  that  baptism  has  certain  ethical  implications  for 
both  personal  and  social  life.  More  fundamentally,  the  meaning  of  Chris- 
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tian  baptism  and  the  nature  of  the  ritual  acts  associated  with  it  are  nor- 
mative for  Christian  ethics  itself  and  this  in  two  ways.  First,  baptism  as 
a life-long  process  of  incorporation  into  Christ  leads  inevitably  to  an 
ethic  rooted  in  and  oriented  towards  life  within  community.  Second,  bap- 
tism as  focused  in  the  ritual  action  of  dying  and  rising  again  leads 
inevitably  to  an  ethic  rooted  in  and  oriented  to  a life  of  self-giving  ser- 
vice. What  does  it  mean  that  baptism  is  a process  of  initiation  into  a com- 
munity offaithl  And  what  does  it  mean  that  the  metaphor  for  the  central 
ritual  act  of  baptism  is  that  of  dying  and  rising  to  new  lifel  These  ques- 
tions point  the  way  to  understanding  the  basic  nature  and  quality  of 
Christian  ethics. 

45.  This  perspective  helps  clarify  the  intrinsic  relation  of  ethics  to 
both  the  ordo  and  inculturation  of  baptism.  The  classic  process  or  ordo 
of  baptism,  the  recovery  of  which  has  been  discussed  in  paragraphs  17- 
22  above,  can  be  seen  as  a process  of  ethical  formation.  The  candidates 
for  baptism  are  invited  to  turn  from  the  values  of  a world  seen  apart  from 
God;  they  are  concretely  taught  new  values  of  justice  and  love.  The  very 
act  of  baptism  involves  an  immersion  in  Christ  and  thus  a dying  to  the 
old  life.  And  the  water-rite  leads  to  community  and  to  care  for  the  poor, 
to  participation  in  the  life  and  mission  of  the  community  as  it  bears  wit- 
ness to  the  truth  about  God  and  the  truth  about  the  world  which  is 
beloved  by  God.  The  continued  remembrance  of  baptism  and  the  “life- 
long catechumenate”  offer  occasions  for  the  refreshment  of  these  values. 

46.  There  is  also  an  ethical  dimension  to  the  process  of  the  incultur- 
ation of  baptism.  Every  act  of  inculturation  involves  a choice  - whether 
conscious  or  unconscious  - about  which  cultural  elements  and  values  are 
best  suited  to  embody  and  illuminate  the  meaning  of  baptism  and  its 
focal  ritual  acts.  Such  choices  are  not  neutral,  as  we  recognize  increas- 
ingly from  the  history  of  Christian  mission.  Instead  of  enabling  the 
Christian  gospel  to  take  root  in  local  soil,  inculturation  may  serve  as  the 
vehicle  for  the  values  of  a dominant,  foreign  culture  to  suppress  local 
culture,  or  it  may  help  one  element  within  local  culture  to  become  dom- 
inant over  others.  Thus  a Christian  ethical  analysis  of  each  process  of 
inculturation  is  also  needed,  to  ensure  that  inculturation  reflects  the  val- 
ues of  the  gospel.  This  applies,  of  course,  to  far  more  than  baptism,  but 
baptism  is  of  special  importance  because  it  is  the  way  in  which  persons 
enter  the  church,  and  because  of  its  relation  to  traditional  rites  of  pas- 
sage. 

A.  Baptism  as  ethical  formation 

47.  Baptism  is  the  wellspring  of  Christian  ethics.  Christian  ethics 
comes  into  existence  because  Christians  are  born  again  of  water  and 
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Spirit  in  the  life  of  Christ  Jesus  crucified  and  resurrected.  Nevertheless, 
Christian  moral  reflection  and  ethics  have  increasingly  grown  apart  from 
the  lex  orandi  (the  rule  of  prayer)  and  asserted  their  own  autonomy.  With 
an  awareness  of  the  dangers  inherent  in  this  trend,  interest  has  arisen  in 
some  quarters  to  consider  the  eucharist  or  Lord’s  supper  as  the  locus  of 
moral  formation  and  discernment,  but  very  little  has  been  said  about 
baptism  and  ethics.  This  lack  of  ethical  reflection  on  the  meaning  of  bap- 
tism and  on  the  baptismal  practices  of  the  churches  is  puzzling  in  view 
of  the  fact  that  scripture  and  the  earliest  Christian  sources,  whether  Cyril 
of  Jerusalem,  Ambrose  of  Milan  or  John  Chrysostom,  strongly  suggest 
the  potential  in  baptism  and  associated  catechetical  instruction  for  moral 
formation  in  the  churches. 

48.  Baptism  is  “moral  pedagogy”,  ethical  instruction  for  the  people 
of  God.  Its  ethic  is  an  ethic  of  humility  and  love  one  for  the  other,  a par- 
ticipation by  grace  in  the  divine  life  (2  Pet.  1 :4).  The  selfish  self  dies  in 
the  baptismal  waters  and  a new  self  motivated  by  love  (agape)  is  bom, 
reconciled  to  God  and  to  others,  even  the  enemy,  always  dying  in  Christ 
in  order  to  give  birth  to  life. 

49.  We  are  claimed  by  Christ  in  baptism,  signed  and  sealed  by  it,  for 
the  entirety  of  our  lives.  The  sacrament  of  baptism  is  administered  to  a 
person  once.  But  the  grace  it  bestows  and  the  transformation  it  begins 
encompass  the  whole  of  the  Christian’s  life,  and  this  not  in  isolation  but 
joined  to  Christ  and  in  the  communion  of  his  body.  Our  baptism  takes  us 
back  to  Christ’s  own  baptism,  and  forward  into  the  kingdom  he 
announced  and  which  is  present  in  Christ’s  body,  the  church.  At  every 
baptism  the  Holy  Spirit  pours  grace  upon  us,  as  at  the  River  Jordan  when 
the  Spirit  rested  upon  Jesus  in  the  form  of  a dove  and  when,  with  wind 
and  fiery  tongues,  the  apostles  and  others  gathered  at  Pentecost.  This  is 
shown  forth  in  the  Armenian  rite  of  baptism,  in  which  the  holy  chrism  is 
poured  into  the  water  of  the  font  from  a vessel  that  is  in  the  shape  of  a 
dove,  thus  recalling  Jordan  and  Pentecost,  so  that  every  baptism  is  also 
the  “baptism  of  the  church”.  Thus  the  church  is  renewed  and  reawakened 
to  its  mission.  A hymn  of  the  Holy  Spirit  completes  this  vision: 

Blessing  in  the  highest 

to  him  that  proceedeth  from  the  Father, 

to  the  Holy  Spirit, 

through  whom  the  apostles 

drank  the  immortal  cup 

and  invited  the  earth  to  heaven.14 

50.  Baptism  leads  to  the  communion  cup  precisely  because  baptism 
is  an  entry  into  the  eternal  communion  of  saints  and  the  beginning  of  the 
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church’s  mission  to  enlighten  all  of  humankind  with  the  light  that  is  life. 
Those  who  practise  conversion  baptism  remind  the  church  that  each  time 
they  gather  around  the  table  they  remember  how  they  got  there.  For 
them,  as  for  others,  the  Lord’s  supper  recapitulates  the  moment  of  their 
conversion  and  decision  to  live  the  life  in  Christ.  Baptism  and  the  Lord’s 
supper  so  understood  encompass  the  whole  life  of  a Christian.  That  life, 
from  new  birth  and  beginning  in  baptism  through  physical  death,  is 
understood  from  the  perspective  of  dying  and  being  reborn  in  Christ  and 
supping  at  the  Lord’s  table.  Life’s  living  towards  dying  is  a passage  into 
full  communion  with  God. 

51.  The  baptismal  process  can  be  seen  as  an  “ordination”  of  the 
whole  community  to  be  a people  exercising  a “royal  priesthood”  for  the 
sake  of  the  whole  world  (1  Pet.  2:9).  The  baptized,  together,  come  to 
share  in  the  “triple  office”  of  Christ  as  prophet,  priest  and  king:  witness- 
ing, interceding  and  serving  justice  in  the  midst  of  the  needs  of  all  the 
world. 

B.  Christian  ethics  as  baptismal  ethics 

52.  As  noted  in  paragraph  44  above,  baptism  signifies  a special  qual- 
ity of  Christian  ethics  which  distinguishes  it  from  other  ethical  systems 
and  perspectives.  We  do  not  mean  that  Christian  ethics  does  not  have 
much  in  common  with  other  ethics,  in  so  far  as  other  ethics  also  reflect 
our  common  human  condition  with  its  needs  and  our  obligations  to  one 
another.  But  what  we  mean  when  we  say  that  Christian  ethics  begins  in 
baptism  is  that  Christian  ethics  comes  into  existence  only  after  repen- 
tance and  forgiveness  of  sins  and  incorporation  by  the  Spirit  into  the 
eternal  body  of  Christ.  The  horizon  of  Christian  ethics  is  no  earthly  city 
but  the  heavenly  realm  of  God. 

53.  Christian  ethics  belongs  to  the  mystery  of  the  incarnation. 
Through  baptism  God  makes  a special  claim  upon  the  human  being,  a 
claim  that  ought  forever  to  alter  a person’s  moral  vision.  Baptism  in 
Christ’s  death  and  resurrection  is  a daily  event  in  the  life  of  the  Spirit. 
Daily  we  die  into  new  life.  Thus  death  is  no  longer  the  final  horizon  of 
human  endeavour.  Instead  our  eyes  are  opened  by  obedience  to  the  ever- 
lasting life  in  Christ  that  God  has  secured  through  his  own  death  on  the 
cross. 

54.  A baptismal  ethic  is  also  an  ecclesial  ethic,  not  the  ethic  of  the 
individual  alone,  but  the  fruit  of  the  Spirit  born  within  and  through  the 
koinonia  of  God’s  people.  Baptismal  ethics,  indeed  Christian  ethics,  is 
relational,  not  merely  in  the  sense  that  it  treats  of  our  relations  with 
others,  but  in  that  its  inspiration  and  aspirations  are  rooted  in  the  life  of 
the  community  rather  than  just  the  individual. 
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55.  Baptismal  ethics  affirms  the  pneumatological  character  of  Chris- 
tian life,  an  aspect  which  secular  - and  indeed  some  Christian  ethics  - 
leave  out.  The  ground  of  our  souls,  washed  clean  with  baptism  and 
enriched  by  the  blood  of  Christ,  receives  the  gift  of  the  Spirit  and  seeds 
of  sanctification  are  sown  within  it.  Thus  a hymn  of  Charles  Wesley 
beseeches: 

Holy  Ghost,  no  more  delay; 

Come,  and  in  thy  temple  stay; 

Now  thine  inward  witness  bear, 

Strong,  and  permanent,  and  clear; 

Spring  of  life,  thyself  impart, 

Rise  eternal  in  my  heart.15 

56.  Through  washing  with  water,  and  in  some  traditions  anointing 
with  oil,  the  church  signifies  God’s  own  prevenient  grace  and  our 
response  - our  turning  away  from  evil  and  sin  and  towards  goodness  and 
perfection  - which  completes  our  adoption  as  sons  and  daughters  of 
God.  This  adoption  is  the  work  of  the  Holy  Spirit,  as  the  Spirit  is  present 
within  the  sacrament  of  baptism  (2  Cor.  1:21-22).  As  the  Christians  of 
Ephesus  were  told  in  the  1st  century,  those  who  believe  in  Christ  are 
“marked  with  the  seal  of  the  promised  Holy  Spirit;  who  is  the  pledge  of 
our  inheritance  towards  redemption  as  God’s  own  people,  to  the  praise 
of  his  glory”  (Eph.  1:13-14).  This  text  is  “enacted”  in  many  baptismal 
liturgies  and  thus  made  visible,  tangible,  within  the  life  of  the  Christian 
community.  For  example,  the  rite  of  baptism  of  the  Church  of  South 
India,  like  the  rites  of  many  Anglican  and  Lutheran  churches  throughout 
the  world,  states  that  those  who  are  baptized  are  “ sealed  [by  the  Holy 
Spirit]  as  members  of  Christ,  children  of  God,  and  heirs  of  the  kingdom 
of  heaven” . 16 

57.  The  Spirit  imparts  itself  with  gifts  of  holiness  and  virtue.  St 
Ambrose  says  simply  that  “all  virtues...  pertain  to  the  Spirit”.17  A Byzan- 
tine theologian  sums  it  up  in  this  way: 

To  those  to  whom  he  imparts  of  his  own  gifts,  the  Holy  Spirit  is  “the  Spirit 
of  wisdom  and  understanding,  the  spirit  of  counsel  and  might  and  of  godli- 
ness”, (Isa.  11:2),  and  of  the  other  gifts  of  which  he  bears  the  name.18 

In  some  Christian  churches  these  “gifts  of  virtue”  are  named  and  sig- 
nified by  the  anointing  or  signing  of  the  organs,  senses  or  limbs  of  the 
baptized.  Thus,  for  example,  in  the  Roman  Catholic  Rite  of  Christian  Ini- 
tiation of  Adults,  the  ears  of  catechumens  are  signed,  “ that  you  may  hear 
the  voice  of  the  Lord”,  the  hands,  “that  Christ  may  be  known  in  the  work 
which  you  do”,  and  the  feet,  “that  you  may  walk  in  the  way  of  Christ” . 19 
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58.  Baptism  is  metanoia  (repentance),  a truly  radical  reorientation  of 
personal  existence  so  that  life  is  lived  always  dying  into  immortal  life 
with  God.  The  ethic  it  brings  into  existence  is  a divine-human  ethic,  as 
each  Christian  and  the  entire  church  are  reconciled  to  God  and  begin  to 
participate  in  the  divine  life  (2  Pet.  1:4).  As  Karl  Barth  states:  “To  those 
who  are  not  ignorant,  the  sign  of  baptism  speaks  of  death”.  He  con- 
tinues: 


Baptism  bears  witness  to  us  of  the  death  of  Christ,  where  the  radical  and 
inexorable  claim  of  God  upon  men  triumphed...  The  void  brought  into  being 
by  the  death  of  Christ  is  filled  with  the  new  life  which  is  the  power  of  the 
resurrection.20 

Thus  Christian  ethics  is  the  newness  of  life  in  Christ  of  which  St  Paul 
speaks,  lived  in  the  power  of  the  Spirit. 

59.  Baptismal  ethics  is  an  ethics  of  martyrdom  which  outstrips  the 
fear  of  losing  one’s  life,  so  that  death  no  longer  overshadows  and  frus- 
trates every  effort  to  live  life  fully.  Nicholas  Cabasilas  makes  a remark- 
able statement  about  this  in  his  14th-century  work  The  Life  in  Christ : 

For  this  is  the  end  of  baptism,  to  imitate  the  witness  of  Christ  under  Pilate 
and  his  perseverance  until  the  cross  and  death.  Baptism  is  an  imitation  by 
means  of  symbols  and  images  of  these  sacred  acts,  but  also  - for  those  who 
have  the  opportunity  to  risk  their  lives  to  show  their  religion  - by  the  very 
same  acts  themselves .21 

Many  Christians  throughout  history  have,  in  fact,  lived  out  their  bap- 
tism in  this  way,  in  martyrdom.  In  the  early  church  some  martyrs  were 
baptized  by  blood,  dying  before  they  received  water  baptism. 

60.  An  ethic  of  baptism  is  both  mystical  and  ascetical  (cf.  BEM,  Bap- 
tism, para.  9).  It  is  both  liberation  from  sin  and  enjoining  of  responsibil- 
ity towards  oneself  and  others,  a call  to  keep  one’s  eyes  on  Christ  and  his 
kingdom,  to  struggle  constantly  with  evil  in  oneself  and  in  the  world. 
Baptism  is  a call  to  holiness  and  perfection.  But  just  as  Christian  baptism 
is  not  a classic  “purity  rite”  (see  para.  32  above),  so  this  holiness  is  not 
the  same  as  ritual  purity.  It  is  rather  the  surprising  holiness  of  Jesus 
Christ,  who  was  made  “unclean”  with  us,  who  was  with  the  outsiders 
and  the  ungodly  in  loving  service,  who  suffered  “outside  the  city  gate” 
(Heb.  13:12-14)  so  that  the  world  might  be  reconciled  to  God.  Such  is 
also  to  be  the  way  of  the  baptized. 

61.  Baptismal  ethics  is  a movement  of  divine  and  human  will, 
grounded  and  surrounded  in  the  mystery  of  God’s  freedom  and  love.  We 
increase  in  maturity  to  the  measure  of  the  full  stature  of  Christ  (Eph. 
4:13).  But  this  growth  can  be  completed  only  through  obedience  to  God 
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and  acceptance  of  the  gift  of  the  Spirit  and  the  grace  that  baptism  con- 
fers: “Baptism  is  both  God’s  gift  and  our  human  response  to  that  gift” 
(BEM,  Baptism,  para.  8). 

62.  The  ethics  of  baptism  is  transformative.  Nothing  short  of  a trans- 
formation of  heart  and  mind  is  sought  (Ezek.  36:26-28).  Through  bap- 
tism we  begin  a life-long  process  of  transformation  into  the  life  in  Christ 
(Rom.  12: 1-2),  being  conformed  to  his  likeness  from  one  degree  of  glory 
to  another  (2  Cor.  3:18).  So,  too,  the  church,  which  is  the  gathering  of 
those  who  have  been  and  are  being  transformed  in  heart  and  mind,  is 
mystery  and  prophetic  sign,22  the  vehicle  of  an  ethic  that  witnesses  to 
God’s  plan  for  the  redemption  of  the  whole  of  creation. 

63.  Christians  do  of  course  - and  too  often  - betray  their  baptismal 
promises.  History  is  replete,  for  example,  with  instances  of  Christians 
doing  violence  against  Christians,  as  in  Northern  Ireland,  the  former 
Yugoslavia  and  most  recently  Rwanda.  Sometimes  the  blood  of  the  eth- 
nic group  becomes  thicker  than  the  blood  of  the  Lamb  - or  the  water  of 
baptism.  Such  events  contradict  our  affirmation  that  we  are  all  baptized 
with  the  same  Holy  Spirit  into  the  same  Christ.  So  when  we  speak  of 
baptismal  ethics  and  the  relationship  of  love  with  one  another,  we  can- 
not pretend  that  we  are  fully  faithful  to  our  baptism.  The  Father’s  call  to 
peace  among  humankind  through  the  sacrifice  of  his  Son  and  the  gift  of 
the  Holy  Spirit  becomes  a judgment  that  we  must  heed,  trembling  as  we 
await  Christ’s  coming  in  glory. 

64.  The  vows  of  baptism  point  to  the  ethical  task  of  making  this 
world  free  from  evil  so  that  “the  Spirit  may  abound”  and  may  be  known 
all  the  more.  The  ethics  of  baptism  is  finally  mission  in  the  world.  While 
the  kingdom  of  God  is  the  horizon  of  our  striving,  the  field  of  that  striv- 
ing is  this  world.  In  Matthew  28  we  read  of  Christ’s  “great  commission” 
to  his  disciples  and  so  to  the  whole  church.  Jesus  says:  “Go  therefore  and 
make  disciples  of  all  nations,  baptizing  them  in  the  name  of  the  Father 
and  of  the  Son  and  of  the  Holy  Spirit,  teaching  them  to  obey  everything 
that  I have  commanded  you”  (Matt.  28:18-20).  This  “great  commission” 
may  be  seen  as  the  summation  and  consummation  of  all  the  ethics  that 
Jesus  taught,  and  it  is  linked  with  baptism. 

65.  We  have  said  at  the  beginning  of  this  section  that  baptism  makes 
Christian  ethics  both  possible  and  necessary.  But  it  is  equally  true  that 
Christian  ethics  is  fulfilled  only  if  the  church  is  in  mission.  This  is  what 
we  learn  from  Matthew’s  text,  and  his  message  is  all  the  more  com- 
pelling when  we  note  where  Matthew  tells  us  that  Christ  gathered  the 
disciples  in  order  to  send  them  out  into  the  world:  “Now  the  eleven  dis- 
ciples went  to  Galilee,  to  the  mountain  to  which  Jesus  had  directed 
them”  (Matt.  28:16).  In  this  way  Matthew  reminds  us  of  other  events  in 
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the  gospel  which  are  set  on  a mountain  - where  Jesus  gave  his  com- 
mandments to  his  disciples  (Matt.  5-7)  and  revealed  his  true  identity 
(Matt.  17),  leading  us  to  affirm  that  baptism  is  truly  an  occasion  of  the 
ethics  of  the  church. 

IV.  Conclusion 

66.  Recognizing  the  fundamental  importance  of  baptism  as  “a  basic 
bond  of  unity”23  among  the  churches,  this  report  has  explored  the  ecu- 
menical implications  of  our  common  baptism,  in  both  its  theological  and 
liturgical  dimensions,  into  the  one  body  of  Christ.  We  have  considered 
the  significance  of  the  classic  ordo  (pattern  or  structure)  of  baptism 
shared  by  many  churches  today,  suggested  criteria  for  expressing  the 
meaning  of  baptism  in  forms  proper  to  local  cultures  (inculturation)  and 
explored  how  the  meaning  and  ritual  actions  of  baptism  are  determina- 
tive for  Christian  ethical  reflection  and  action. 

67.  We  hope  that  our  deliberations  on  the  ordo  (pattern  or  structure) 
of  baptism  may  help  the  churches  to  move,  where  this  is  not  yet  the  case, 
towards  mutual  recognition  of  baptism.  We  hope  that  our  deliberations 
on  inculturation  may  help  the  churches  to  understand  the  baptismal  prac- 
tices of  others,  as  well  as  helping  them  to  develop,  where  necessary,  cre- 
ative and  responsible  new  forms  of  baptismal  practice.  We  hope  that  our 
deliberations  on  the  implications  of  baptism  for  Christian  ethics  may 
help  the  churches  to  find  a common  basis  for  their  ethical  reflection  and 
action,  as  well  as  helping  them  to  face  together  complex  and  potentially 
divisive  ethical  issues. 

68.  In  worship  at  the  fifth  world  conference  on  Faith  and  Order  del- 
egates affirmed  and  celebrated  together  “the  increasing  mutual  recogni- 
tion of  one  another’s  baptism  as  the  one  baptism  into  Christ”.24  Indeed 
such  an  affirmation  has  become  fundamental  for  the  churches’  participa- 
tion in  the  ecumenical  movement.  Yet  the  situation  is  complex,  and 
sometimes  more  difficult  than  expected.  It  is  not  always  clear  precisely 
what  is  being  “recognized”25  - especially  when  the  recognition  of  bap- 
tism does  not  mean  admission  to  the  table  of  the  Lord.  And  of  course 
there  continue  to  be  churches,  including  some  deeply  committed  to  the 
ecumenical  quest,  who  in  fact  do  not  recognize  the  baptism  administered 
by  others. 

69.  Thus  to  Christians  and  churches  who  affirm  the  recognition  of 
one  another’s  baptism  we  ask:  How  far  have  we  drawn  the  implications 
of  that  recognition,  that  common  awareness  of  being  claimed  by  Christ 
and  belonging  to  Christ’s  one  body?  What  does  that  recognition  mean 
for  our  life  together?  How  can  it  draw  us  to  common  confession,  wor- 
ship and  witness?  To  Christians  and  churches  who  deny  such  recognition 
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we  ask:  What  obstacles  remain  to  our  full  recognition  of  one  another’s 
baptism,  and  how  can  we  pray  and  work  together  to  overcome  them? 
And  to  all  Christians  and  churches  we  ask:  How  can  our  baptismal  prac- 
tice express  and  nurture  the  degree  of  unity  which  is  already  ours  as 
members  together  of  the  one  body  of  Christ?  What  can  we  learn  from  our 
own  baptismal  experience,  understanding  and  practice  about  that  full 
unity  to  which  Christ  is  calling  us? 

Recommendations  from  the  consultation 

Members  of  the  consultation  on  “Becoming  a Christian:  The  Ecu- 
menical Implications  of  Our  Common  Baptism”  affirm  the  central 
importance  of  worship  within  the  ecumenical  movement  and  in  ecu- 
menical study  and  discussions.  We  therefore  recommend: 

That  the  report  of  this  consultation  be  widely  distributed  to  churches, 

ecumenical  groups,  theological  colleges,  liturgists,  pastors,  theolo- 
gians and  ethicists  for  study  and  reflection. 

We  affirm  the  importance  of  the  Faith  and  Order  study  on  the  role  of 
worship  within  the  search  for  the  visible  unity  of  the  churches  and  rec- 
ommend to  the  Faith  and  Order  Commission: 

1.  That  the  study  begun  at  Ditchingham  and  further  developed  at 
Faverges  be  continued; 

2.  That  the  ongoing  Faith  and  Order  studies  on  ecclesiology, 
hermeneutics,  ethics  and  ecclesiology  pay  attention  to  matters  of 
worship  in  general,  and  to  the  results  from  Ditchingham  and 
Faverges  in  particular. 

3.  That  the  links  which  Faith  and  Order  has  begun  to  make  with  ecu- 
menical liturgical  groups  (e.  g.  the  Societas  Liturgica,  the  English 
Language  Liturgical  Consultation  (ELLC),  and  the  Joint  Liturgi- 
cal Group)  be  furthered  and  developed. 
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Participants 


Rev.  Neville  Callam  (Baptist,  Jamaica/West  Indies)  is  a pastor,  and  lecturer  in 
Christian  ethics  at  the  United  Theological  College  of  the  West  Indies. 

Prof.  ChangBok  Chung  (Presbyterian,  Korea)  is  professor  of  liturgy  at  the  Pres- 
byterian College  and  Theological  Seminary  in  Seoul,  Korea. 

Rev.  Dr  Janet  Crawford  (Anglican,  Aotearoa/New  Zealand),  who  teaches  church 
history  and  liturgies  in  the  College  of  St  John  the  Evangelist  within  the  Auckland 
Consortium  for  Theological  Education  in  New  Zealand,  was  moderator  of  Faith 
and  Order’s  work  on  worship  from  1991  to  1999. 

Rev.  Dr  J.W.  Gladstone  (United,  India)  teaches  theology  at  the  Kerala  United 
Theological  Seminary  in  Trivandrum,  India. 

Dr  Vigen  Guroian  (Oriental  Orthodox,  USA)  teaches  theology  and  Christian  ethics 
at  Loyola  College  in  Maryland,  Baltimore,  USA. 

Rev.  Sen  Kasek  Kautil  (Lutheran,  Papua  New  Guinea)  works  with  Kristen  Pres  in 
Madang,  Papua  New  Guinea,  and  has  been  active  in  the  Melanesian  discussion  of 
Baptism,  Eucharist  and  Ministry. 

Rev.  Fr  K.  Joseph  Labi  (Eastern  Orthodox,  Ghana)  is  a member  of  the  Mission  and 
Evangelism  Team  in  the  World  Council  of  Churches,  Geneva,  Switzerland. 

Rev.  Prof.  Gordon  Lathrop  (Lutheran,  USA),  Schieren  professor  of  liturgy  and 
chaplain  at  the  Lutheran  Theological  Seminary  in  Philadelphia,  USA,  is  a past 
president  of  the  North  American  Academy  of  Liturgy. 

Rev.  Dr  F.  Kabasele  Lumbala  (Roman  Catholic,  Democratic  Republic  of  Congo) 
teaches  liturgy  at  the  Catholic  Faculty  of  the  University  and  at  the  theologate  of 
the  Oblates  of  Mary  Immaculate  in  Kinshasa,  Democratic  Republic  of  the  Congo, 
and  is  a member  of  the  board  of  directors  of  Concilium. 

Rev.  Dr  Jaci  Maraschin  (Anglican,  Brazil)  is  professor  at  the  Ecumenical  Institute 
of  Post-Graduate  Studies  in  the  Religious  Sciences  in  Sao  Paolo,  Brazil 

Dr  Merja  Merras  (Eastern  Orthodox,  Finland)  is  lecturer  in  the  Orthodox  Theo- 
logical Faculty  in  the  University  of  Joensuu,  Finland. 
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Rev.  Dr  Paul  Sheppy  (Baptist,  England),  minister  of  a Baptist  church  in  Lan- 
cashire, is  secretary  of  the  Joint  Liturgical  Group  of  Great  Britain. 

Staff  of  Faith  and  Order/WCC 

Rev.  Dr  Thomas  F.  Best  (Disciples  of  Christ,  USA) 

Rev.  Dr  Dagmar  Heller  (United,  Germany) 

Mrs  Carolyn  McComish  (Reformed,  England) 


Note:  Travel  difficulties  prevented  Fr  Anscar  Chupungco,  OSB,  of  the  Philippines  from  attending 
the  meeting  but  his  paper,  as  printed  in  this  book,  was  read  and  made  a major  contribution  to  our 
work.  Fr  Chupungco  is  director  of  the  Paul  VI  Institute  of  Liturgy  in  Malaybalay,  Philippines. 


Baptism,  the  birthright  common  to  all  Christians,  is 
a cornerstone  of  the  ecumenical  movement. 
Continuing  the  dialogue  among  liturgists,  theolo 
gians,  church  musicians  and  pastors  begun  in  So  We 
Believe , So  We  Pray  (WCC,  1995),  this  book  focusses 
on  baptism  in  relation  to  the  unity  of  the  church. 
Exploring  patterns  of  baptismal  practice  today, 
including  striking  examples  of  inculturation  from 
around  the  world,  and  noting  continuing  problems 
such  as  “re”-baptism,  it  calls  the  churches  to  draw 
the  full  implications  of  their  “mutual  recognition  of 
baptism”.  It  also  insists  on  the  link  between  liturgy 
and  life,  offering  fresh  perspectives  on  the  relation 
between  baptism  and  Christian  ethics.  With  contri 
butions  from  Gordon  Lathrop,  Anscar  Chupungco, 
O.S.B.,  and  Janet  Crawford,  this  book  is  an  important 
resource  for  everyone  concerned  with  baptism,  wor 
ship,  the  life  of  the  church  and  the  ecumenical  move- 
ment today. 

Thomas  F.  Best  and  the  Dagmar  Heller  are  executive 
secretaries  for  Faith  and  Order  in  the  World  Council 
of  Churches. 


